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Abstract 
In midst of the extremely complicated geopolitical turmoils of our times, I seek to open-up 
entangled conversations with and about refugee-background students in Australia. Here, 
opening-up takes multiple meanings. It signifies starting, unlocking, making something 
available, showing. Opening-up carries its various meanings while interacting with 
entangled and conversations. The connotation of entangled relates to complexity. It means 
intricate situations where elements are interconnected and not easily pulled apart. 
Conversations represent dialogical interactions where exchanges of knowledge take 
place. And the intricate exchange of knowledge I am writing about takes place within a 
story. This story, since the day I typed its first words has changed and transformed. In its 
present form, this is a story about many things.    
Firstly, this is a story about education: a narrative about the experiences of seven EAL 
(English as an Additional Language) refugee-background youth, who have successfully 
completed their secondary studies in Australia. I chose to focus on narratives of academic 
success in a quest to produce counter-stories in a research field that has had a tendency 
to equate students of refugee-background with trauma and pathologies. In doing so, I do 
not mean to downplay the trauma and hardship that refugee-background students have 
most likely endured. I do not ignore the problematics/ambiguities with concepts of 
educational success either. Yet, my argument is that defining a group of students by what 
they lack and by histories of trauma is a rather reductionist story to tell.  
This is also a story about forced migrations and (re)settlements since the educational 
experiences narrated here did not happen in a vacuum. They took place in parallel and 
were always interconnected with diverse histories of movement and (re)settlement in 
Australia. While taking into consideration the histories that frame educational experiences, 
this story talks about environments too. It analyses layers of complex contexts, global and 
local, macro and micro that surround the stories within this thesis, the thesis, and the 
people involved in this project. Within these intricate contexts and power relations, the 
telling and the stories, are always interrelated.  
Finally, but not less significantly, this is a story about research, a story about writing a 
thesis while writing it. In the telling of this story, I experiment with language, structure and 
logics while attempting to blur boundaries around research processes and knowledge 
creation. In this effort, I understand that I am working within the institutional constraints of 
a PhD and the limitations of my highly-colonised self. I also recognise that this experiment 
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is full of contradictions and tensions as I start to grasp my complicity with oppressive 
systems at the same time that I question them.  
In this process of knowledge creation I embrace the numerous and powerful ‘pull-push’ 
forces at play and try to make sense, create sense, and communicate in contradictory and 
entangled realities. In working with these tensions inherent to the complex task at hand, I 
draw insights from multiple theoretical locations and develop what I call a Borderland 
Methodology. This methodology is inspired by the feminist work of Gloria Anzladúa (1987, 
1990, 2009, 2015) and it embodies research practices that inhabit in-between spaces, 
where tensions and ambiguities are not hidden but carefully considered. Key within these 
practices is conversations-as-method, which represent dialogical relations, where I interact 
with knowledge and texts. Conversations occur during the interviews between the 
research partners and me; in my engagements with texts (transcripts) from the interviews 
and with related literature; as well as in my personal reflections. 
In terms of outcomes, this thesis inhabits a place of hope where people are knowers in 
their own narratives. Dwelling in this location does not mean to romanticise told 
experiences, but to take seriously the material consequences of (re)presentation, while 
placing the intricacy of individual experiences centre stage. In this place of hope, where 
dialogue is pivotal, where imagining new logics is possible, I contribute to micro-level 
changes in the quotidian worlds of sense I live in. I add to a body of knowledge that 
disrupts what is deemed ‘valid’ thinking and theorising in academia. I open-up 
conversations, entangled conversations, that challenge hegemonic narratives where the 
identity marker ‘refugee’ is placed in a well-guarded box of pathology, deficit and trauma.  
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A declaration of writing 
I was 15 
My first poem came from within 
Love, heartbreak, the usual teen 
But it was more than personal 
Poems were my way to understand 
complex concepts 
Worlds around me 
 
Love, heartbreak, the usual teen 
Woven in politics, metaphysics 
The urge to clarify 
to answer endless whys 
 
I am 35 
Endless whys still within 
Poetic words still with me 
 
Sadly 
Nearly ten years of training 
Split of body-mind-heart 
Complying with 
the ‘right’ form of theorising 
Almost put an end to my verses 
 
Like a caged bird 
I sang a contrived song 
Mimicking the master’s voice 
Until the moment 
The unforgettable instant 
When feminine voices 
gave me a key 
shaped like a love heart 
 
They gave me back my verse 
Inspired me 
to write, theorise, philosophy 
to be brave and remember… 
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To challenge opposition between 
mind and body 
spiritual and material 
abstract and concrete 
theory and practice1 
 
To recollect broken tongues 
giving us ways to speak 
de-colonize our minds 
our very beings 2 
 
Writing is 
a springboard for subversive thought 
precursory movement of transformation 3 
a gesture of the body 
a gesture of creativity 
a working from the inside out 4 
Remember 
The farthest horizons of our hopes and fears 
are cobbled by our poems 
carved from the rock experiences of our daily lives 
Distillation of experience  
Feeling births idea 
Knowledge births understanding5 
 
From the inside out 
I then shout 
With all the air in my lungs 
(Imagine my loud, high pitched voice saying) 
This is declaration 
A writing declaration 
 
Writing is the doing of research on paper 
Materiality of readings and ideas flowing  
from the body  
                                            
1 (Minh-ha, 1989, p. 39) 
2 (hooks, 1990, p. 342) 
3 (Cixous, 1976, p. 879) 
4 (Anzaldúa, 2015, p. 5) 
5 (Lorde, 1996, pp. 95-96) 
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through fingers-key board-paper-you 
Tangible: the concreteness of theory 
 
Writing is at the centre of research 
It’s at the centre of all research 
Why ignore its power? 
to inspire, bore, inform, restrict, inflict 
NO more pretending 
Neutral, objective, precise 
It has never been  
It will never be 
 
Now I whisper 
Because I’m feeling a little emotional 
Overwhelmed by the beauty  
of expression and creation of ideas 
 
I’m no longer 15 
But just like in 1996 
I still 
write to exist in words 
to imagine realities that are not yet here 
to connect and be connected 
read and be read 
make sense of the chaos 
create chaos in your senses 
 
When I write 
Prose mixes with poetry 
Poetry fuses into prose 
Meaning making is immersed in theories 
 
When I write 
Poetry and prose dance intimately  
two bodies that become one 
borderland methodology plays the music 
pushing boundaries of academic genres 
the same old song of uniformity and rigid rhythm 
silenced 
set rules and blue prints of expectations  
tossed aside 
 
But 
Sometimes I slip back 
Old ways 
 4 
Chunky sentences 
Rigid flow 
Conflicting styles 
Fight for the same space on pages 
 
I am 35 
Endless whys still within 
Entangled, partial answers 
Tangling my skin 
 5 
Prologue:  A message to the reader 
Dear reader,  
Where to begin? Do I even know when/where/how the story I am about to share with you 
started? Was there a moment in time and space when all these ideas and questions that 
can no longer be contained within my body were planted within? I am not quite sure.  
Maybe I should start by letting you know what this story is about. Well, this story has 
changed and transformed since the day I typed its first words. I think that in its present 
form, this is a story about many things. First, this is a story about educational journeys: the 
stories of seven English as an Additional Language (EAL) refugee-background youth, who 
have successfully completed their secondary studies in Australia. I chose to focus on 
narratives of academic success in a quest to produce counter-stories in a research field 
that has had a tendency to equate students of refugee background with trauma and 
pathologies. By focusing on narratives of educational success, I hope to disrupt some of 
the dominant academic discourse that labels and homogenises students of refugee 
background in a manner that encourages stereotyping and deficit attitudes. Here I do not 
mean to downplay the trauma and hardship that refugee-background students have most 
likely endured. I do not ignore the problematics/ambiguities with concepts of educational 
success either. Yet, my argument is that defining a group of students by what they lack 
and by histories of trauma is a rather reductionist and short-sighted story to tell. Here I 
want to speak new stories, stories that open-up conversations rather than putting people 
into fixed boxes of classification. 
This is also a story about forced migrations and (re)settlements since the educational 
stories narrated here do not happen in a vacuum. They take place in parallel and are 
always interconnected with diverse histories of movement and (re)settlement in Australia. 
While taking into consideration the histories that frame educational experiences, this story 
talks about environments too. It analyses layers of complex contexts, global and local, 
macro and micro that surround the stories within this thesis, the thesis, and the people 
involved in this project. Within these complex contexts and power relations, the telling and 
the stories, are always interconnected. I’m part of the story because I’m here, typing the 
words you’re reading. And I should warn you straight up that I’ll not go away. I’ll not go into 
the imaginary, faraway land of academic objectivity and detachment. I’m here to stay, until 
the last page.  
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And when I talk about reading macro systems related to contemporary refugeeism I am 
aware that I am out of my depth. I started this project three years ago with the idea that I 
was writing a thesis in the field of education. But the more I read, and the more I reflected, 
I realised that I could not simply write a thesis about educational experiences because 
they take place within extremely complex environments. How could I ignore the global 
aspects at play within local stories? It became impossible for me after a while to write the 
thesis I had in mind when I started and considering the bigger picture in which the story I 
am telling is located then became fundamental. 
Finally, but not less significantly, this is a story about research, a story about writing a 
thesis while writing it. In the telling of this story, I experiment with language, structure and 
logics while attempting to blur boundaries around research processes and knowledge 
‘creation’. I say knowledge creation instead of knowledge production because I want to 
emphasise its creative force. Knowledge production sounds like something mechanical, 
like producing a car and that is not what I want to do here. In the story I’m telling about 
stories of education and forced migration, I wish to create knowledge about a research 
process that attempts to resist, but that is nevertheless simultaneously obedient, 
domesticated, colonised. Knowledge that sits in an in-between space, trying to make 
sense, create sense, and communicate in contradictory and complex realities. In this 
effort, I understand that I’m working within the institutional constraints of a PhD and the 
limitations of my highly-colonised self. I also recognise that this experiment will be full of 
contradictions and tensions as I attempt to un-train/decolonise my being, as I start to grasp 
my complicity with oppressive systems at the same time that I question them.  
I’d like to stop for a moment now and go back to the question I posed at the beginning - 
why have I started telling this story? When was this story born within? As I search for 
answers, memories from my own history roll in. I remember the 13 year-younger me, a 
woman of light-brown skin, fresh-off-the-plane, fresh to Australia. I was quickly made 
aware I was not white but had an acceptable skin tone within a complicated power 
structure around skin colours. I was also welcomed by the resident visa, my middle-class, 
educated self was granted. But I soon realised that not all new-arrivals had the same 
‘G’day’ with a smile offered to them. I remember the undergraduate me learning in my 
linguistics class about the rhetoric used by the then Howard Government to dehumanise 
the so called ‘boat-people’.  
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I remember when I entered the field of English as Additional Language (EAL) education 
and felt a sense of discomfort in the stark contrast of migration experiences between my 
students at an exclusive private college and the new arrival refugees and asylum seekers 
who I tutored. I also remember the early days of this PhD as I started to become aware 
and to feel uncomfortable with the way knowledge about people was produced in 
research. These memories became entangled in my body and I began to understand that 
this story has many beginnings. What is clear to me is a common thread which drives 
words out of my body onto these pages: discomfort. Discomfort with the narratives and 
injustices of the world(s) around me. Discomfort with the ways knowledge is invented in 
academia…the silences…the exclusions. With feelings of discomfort and also excitement 
about new possibilities, I start to write. 
And while we’re still dwelling on discomfort as a motivating factor for action, I want to share 
something that happened last week, a couple of days before I started writing this message 
to you, something that made me feel uneasy but that at the same propelled me to speak. 
24/03/17 
The library incident 
I went to the library this morning to get a new book about refugee youth 
resettlement to help me with Chapter 1. When I got to the shelf where the book 
was located, I noticed that it was placed within the category of ‘youth 
pathologies’. Next to the book about refugee youth was another one about how to 
support children of colour. Sadly, I realise that similar, discriminatory logics apply 
to these two groups. This incident might sound small but for me it’s rather 
significant. It made me remember why I’m writing this thesis. I want to tell new 
stories where migrants, people of colour, refugees are not seen as a pathology in 
need of cure, defined by what’s lacking, by what needs to be fixed. I want to tell 
stories where people are agents in their own narratives, not to romanticise 
experiences but to take seriously the material consequences of (re)presentation 
while placing the intricacy of individual experiences centre stage. Saying this, I 
understand that no text can make justice to the full complexity of a human being. 
Yet, what I want to do is to engage with nuances, particularities and differences 
to the best of my limited capabilities. I want to write stories that challenge the 
sameness and dullness of hegemonic narratives where the identity marker 
‘refugee’ is placed in a well-guarded box of pathology, deficit and trauma. 
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Now that you have a sense of what the story you’re about to read is about and why I’m 
writing it I’d like to share some important information that will help you navigate this thesis.  
This thesis is full of wonder – it’s a wonder-full thesis.  You’ll encounter this word again 
and again throughout this story. Wonder functions as a verb – to be curious, to question, 
to challenge what might be taken for granted, to not settle for definite answers. Wonder 
functions as a noun – as being amazed, inspired by what one encounters, moved by what 
one senses. By wondering new possibilities are opened-up, implying a non-linear logic of 
questions and answers. I’m here inspired by the work of Sara Ahmed who says that 
“wonder expands our field of vision and touch...wonder is about learning to see the world 
as something that does not have to be…wonder involves learning” (2004, pp. 179-180). In 
this thesis, I learn by wondering.  
As I wonder, I seek to open-up entangled conversations with and about refugee-
background students in Australia. Opening-up takes multiple meanings. It signifies starting, 
unlocking, making something available, showing. Opening-up carries its various meanings 
while interacting with entangled and conversations. The connotation of entangled relates 
to complexity and messiness. It means intricate situations where elements are 
interconnected and chaotic. As I visualise this thesis, what’s about, how it’s theorised and 
written, I imagined multiple lines, that criss-cross each other in a disordered fashion, 
forming a gigantic knot that cannot quite be pulled apart. Entangled refers to the content of 
the thesis, the stories told and contexts in which they are told but also refer to the creation 
of the thesis itself6. All elements are intertwined, not neatly in straightforward lines but in a 
shambolic gathering of lines. And conversations is a vital now to accompany the adjective 
entangled, representing dialogical interactions where exchanges of knowledge take place. 
On the note of conversations, part of my goal here is to experiment with the idea of 
conversations as research practice. What I mean is that throughout this thesis I aim to 
engage in conversations with you, with the young people who are sharing their wisdom 
                                            
6 I first came across the word entanglement in the decolonial work of Ramon Grosfoguel (2008, 2010, 2012). 
He often employs ‘entanglement’ or ‘entangled’ to describe the messiness and complexity related to 
coloniality. He draws a direct line between his use of entanglement and the feminist concept of 
intersectionality. I was immediately drawn to the ‘messy’ and ‘intersected’ connotations of ‘entanglement’. On 
this note, I would like to acknowledge Karen Barad’s agential realism work and her contribution to the 
popularity of the term entanglement in recent years. I do not aim to ignore her important contribution and can 
see parallels between her concept of intra-action and the work I am developing. Nevertheless, it is important 
to contrast her theory to the way Grosfoguel and I, following his writing, will apply this concept since her use 
of entanglement goes much further than linking it to a connotation of messiness and complexity. 
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with us (me and you), with their stories, their reflections, the related literature and with 
myself.  
It’s obvious that I cannot hear you speaking back as I type these words. So you might 
think that this is not a conversation. However, I’m engaging with you, I’m speaking directly 
to you and I’m expecting a reaction from you. The group of youth is also engaging in 
conversation with you as they share their stories/reflections. Don’t worry if you’re slightly 
confused, I’ll expand on my conceptualisation of conversations-as-method in Chapter 2.  
For now, I want to give you the heads up on what to expect. 
And since we are talking about expectations, here is one more important characteristic 
within this story you should be aware of. One of my main objectives in this thesis is to 
engage with personal narratives and reflections from research partners7 as important 
sources of knowledge and theorising. I see the youth involved in the project as not only 
sharing their personal stories, but also their knowledge about how they interpret their 
specific situations within the broader context of Australia and the contemporary world.  So 
expect, for example, to see quotes from research partners in Chapter 1 side by side with 
literature about the refugee crisis and other aspects pertinent to their realities. Please also 
note that throughout the thesis I use italics to (re)present the research partners’ voices. I 
will talk in more detail about these choices and methodology in Chapter 2. For the 
moment, I would like to introduce you to the seven people who kindly shared their stories 
with us and made this project possible. I will follow their introductions with a map of how I 
organised the thesis to guide you. 
I hope you will enjoy reading this story-as-thesis-as-story, as much as I have enjoyed 
(despite all the pain in the process) writing it.  
Best wishes,  
Fabi 
 
                                            
7 After much debating, and aware of problematics with formal research terminology within the methodology I 
aim to develop in this thesis, I decided to refer to the seven people who worked with me in this project as 
research partners. I chose the word partners because of the collaborative and reciprocal connotations of this 
term. I added research in front of partners to qualify the specific kind of partnership that we embarked on in 
the creation of this thesis.  
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Introductions 
Faith* 
My name is Faith, I am 20 years of age, I am from the Democratic Republic of Congo 
and I arrived here in Australia in 2012. I’m currently studying a double degree of nursing 
and public health. I really wanted to share my educational story to encourage other 
youth, other students who are still in high school that with education they can do many 
things. They can reach their goals so it’s about encouraging those who are still feeling 
down or feeling like they don’t really have this capacity to do this or to go to university. 
All I really want is for them to be encouraged and believe that they can reach a certain 
level that they never thought they could.  
Gabriela* 
My name is Gabriela, I’m 25 years old. I was born in Burundi, which is in East Central 
Africa, maybe the second smallest country in the world I think. The population is huge 
but the country is so poor. Most of the families have 3 to 6 kids so it’s really hard. I’ve 
been here for about 8 years, I arrived in 2007. I want to share my story because you 
said that you were doing your PhD and I wanted to be part of your study. Sometimes 
sharing a story…when people are studying it will help them with some understanding. 
Also it helps you to learn more about me or my culture or other people. I was just happy 
to help you. I know that from sharing stories people can find solutions for issues, 
probably now you understand part of where I’m coming from. Also because having been 
at school, it’s important to share what kids go through. So maybe if you see kids from a 
refugee-background you can understand that people from different backgrounds have 
different issues.  
Jestor* 
I’m Jestor and I’m a second year university student and I’m from Burma. I came here as 
a refugee due to conflict that was happening, due to some political reasons. This is my 
fourth year in Australia and I’m currently 19 years old. I live with my parents and my 
brother and sister, we live together. My siblings are older than me. We all came here 
together in January 2011. I want to share my story because you know like coming from 
different background and country they helped us so why not share, share my story with 
other people?  
Mary* 
My name is Mary, I’m 20 years old and I come from Burundi but my grandmother is 
from Rwanda so I have a bit of Rwandan heritage with me.  We came to Australia in 
2009, in April, from Zimbabwe. We lived in the Zimbabwean refugee camp before we 
were given the humanitarian visa by the United Nations to come to Australia. We lived 
in Zimbabwe for 4 years. I left Burundi when I was 9 or 10. I want to share my story to 
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inspire others who might hear my story, especially refugees…that we can still make it 
despite the barriers. 
Danny* 
My name is Danny, I was born in Burundi but I grew up in Tanzania in the refugee camp 
and I came here in 2007 and I’m turning 20 this year. My whole family came here 
together, all my brothers and sisters and my parents. We are 8, 4 boys and 4 girls, I’m 
the second youngest. I decided to share my story because I’ve never done this kind of 
thing and I wanted to try to see how it feels. It would be nice to see if some people can 
relate to it and maybe learn something, I don’t know.   
Naarin* 
My name is Naarin, I’m actually from Kurdistan in Iran, the Iranian part I’d say. Most 
people call us Iranian or call us Kurdish. It really doesn’t matter. I’m 23 turning 24 and I 
have been here for like 11 years now. I decided to take part because I think it would be 
a good insight for people to understand what other people go through and not just judge 
them or think you are not good enough, because we get that a lot, especially saying that 
you are from a refugee-background. And I thought it was really interesting how you are 
looking at how people have actually done good rather than focusing on the bad.8  
Alejandra* 
My name is Alejandra, I’m 20 years old, I am from El Salvador…I’ve been living in 
Brisbane since I was 2 and I came here with my family…yes… When I’m at uni I study 
Social Sciences and Arts and then I deferred from uni this year to do a diploma in youth 
work so that was really good…I work at a tutoring centre and I’ve been working there for 
like 2 years now. Why did I decide to share my story? I guess, I think it’s a good story. I 
think that there is like perceptions of what refugees are like and what they are capable 
of, just assumptions around that, just because I think not enough people have come into 
close contact with them. Just in my everyday life, I don’t generally like talking about it 
because I don’t really feel comfortable talking to people who don’t get what I’m saying. 
That’s mostly it.  
Mapping the travelling through the chapters 
We start our travels with a mise en scene (Chapter 1). Just like in a play or movie, I 
create a mise en scene for the stories within the thesis and for the thesis itself by painting 
a backdrop with the contexts in which they take place. Here I focus on the macro 
                                            
* Pseudonyms chosen by the research partners 
I took these paragraphs from the interviews with the contributors. They were answers to the questions: 
Please introduce yourself and Why did you decide to take part in this study? The passages are verbatim and 
I have only edited them for punctuation  
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environments and conditions that serve as contexts to the research partners’ stories and to 
this thesis. The analysis in this chapter is guided by decolonial theories and includes: My 
reading of the international and national conditions of ‘refugeeism’/refugee crisis as well as 
of the Australian context and its educational system in relation to refugees. In Chapter 1 I 
also include a rationale for place/importance of this project plus research questions. 
In Chapter 2, Thinking about doing, doing it and thinking again, I present the 
methodology/theoretical framework as inseparable and one and the same.  In this chapter, 
I introduce and develop what I call a Borderland Methodology, inspired by the feminist 
work of Gloria Anzaldúa. Chapter 2 is divided into three parts. In the first section, I talk 
about the thinking behind the doing of research as I discuss theories/methodologies. In 
part two, I describe the methods I employ in this research while in the final part I look back 
and reflect upon how the methodology I developed worked in practice throughout this 
project.  
After the two initial chapters which set the scene to the thesis, we embark on Chapters 3 
and 4 which function as the narrational building blocks to what comes next. Both chapters 
serve to present the various contexts/environments, past and present, that frame and are 
inseparable to educational experiences in Australia that will be explored in Chapters 5 and 
6.  
In Chapter 3, Travelling, I discuss multiple meanings of travelling in relation to the 
beginning of the research partners’ stories where they talk about their journeys from their 
places of birth to Australia. In doing so I reflect about the meaning of travelling in relation 
to refugee experiences and dominant concepts of travelling as a commodified leisure 
activity. Also, central to the theorising I aim to develop in Chapter 3 is introducing the 
concept of world travel (Lugones, 2003). Here, the idea of travelling is not simply 
connected to movements of bodies through space but as epistemic and ontological 
movements. World-travel will be a pivotal concept not only in chapter 3 but throughout the 
whole thesis. I will continue employing world-travel as a key theoretical concept throughout 
this story, since the travelling does not end as the young people arrive in Australia. In fact, 
the arrival is simply another turning point in their stories. 
In Chapter 4, Welcome to the Australian Borderlands, the focus is on the stories of 
arrival in Australia and the experiences that followed resettlement. A core aspect of this 
part of the research partners’ stories are the multiple and often contradictory encounters 
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they face in the realities within their new environments in Australia. Another central aspect 
is their search for a place where they can find home and belong. In this chapter, I draw 
mainly on Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderland theory to frame experiences of living in-between 
ambiguous realities and subjectivities (1987, 2002, 2009, 1990, 2015).  
Chapter 5, Liminal experiences: Receiving-finding education, centres on the 
educational stories of each research partner.  In some cases, the story started in the home 
country, in others it began in a transit country and in one case it started in Australia. The 
educational stories narrated here do not take place separately from the stories of the two 
previous chapters but are in parallel and always interconnected with histories of migration 
and (re)settlement in Australia. In Chapter 5, we engage with the research partners’ 
experiences of schooling and how those experiences influence their understandings of 
educational success. In this chapter, the core of their educational narratives are presented 
and in sharing/reading these stories, I set the groundwork for the following chapter where 
the theorising about academic success takes place. 
In Chapter 6, Theorising academic success, I focus on how research partners make 
sense of academic success and on the reading of academic success I am developing in 
the context of this study. As I theorise academic success, I am guided by the research 
partners’ stories as well as my own story as a mestiça migrant student in Australia. My 
analysis is also guided by Maria Lugones’ (2003) work on the logics of resistance 
and Sara Ahmed's (2012, 2014) on willfulness. Inspired by the commonalities in Lugones’ 
and Ahmed’s theories, especially their focus on persistence as an agentic stance in the 
face of adversity, I propose reading academic success in this study as acts of willful 
resistance. In this reading, willful resistance is very much about persistence, about not 
giving up and a refusal to being reduced to fragmented, victimised objects. Academic 
success as willful resistance works in coalition with other forces within/against layers of 
entangled contexts or ‘worlds’ and oppressions (Lugones, 2003).  
Chapter 7 – The art of the possible, is the final chapter of this story-as-thesis-as-story 
and works as a conclusion to the research partners’ stories. Here, they share their goals 
for their futures and discuss what changes they think are necessary for a fairer educational 
system in Australia. While the previous chapters have dealt with the past and present, this 
one focuses on the future. With this focus and in relation to the research partners’ visions I 
cultivate my aspirations for the future whilst revisiting the responses I developed for 
research questions one and two: 
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What is the relationship between the students’ educational experiences and the 
layers of contexts that surround them? 
How do the students from refugee-background who contributed to this study make 
sense of refugeeism, their educational experiences, and academic success? 
I end with an epilogue, This bridge I call thesis: Reflections on opening-up entangled 
conversations, where I perform an analysis of my PhD journey, the process of writing this 
thesis and academic research in general. The main goal of this section is to answer my 
final research question:  
How does the work I am doing contribute to decoloniality of being and knowing in 
relation to research?  
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Chapter 1:  Mise-en-scene 
Refugeeism:  
NOUN – The fact or condition of being a refugee 
Refugee: 
NOUN – A person who has been forced to leave their country in order to escape war, 
persecution, or natural disaster 
From French réfugié ‘gone in search of refuge’ 
Asylum seeker: 
NOUN – A person who has left their home country and is seeking asylum in another 
(Oxford Online Dictionary, 2017) 
Refugee, such a charged word, entrenched in conflict and controversies. Refugee, a 
person who is forced to leave. A person who leaves. A person who lives in the nexus 
between the passivity of receiving and the agency of doing. An intricate mix of situations 
out of one’s control goes hand in hand with decisive moves for survival. When I read the 
word refugeeism, I think of complicated, diverse experiences. Yet, in mainstream 
discourses, objectification and homogenisation of the ‘refugee experience’, in the singular, 
prevails. In the story I’m about to tell, however, I want to focus on complications and 
experiences with an s, in the multiple.  
A range of complex circumstances forced the seven young people who worked with me as 
research partners and their families to go in search of refuge, to become refugees. While 
researching the current global conditions in which people are forced to flee their 
homelands, it didn’t take me long to understand that the colonial legacies of unnatural 
borders, unequal trade relations, conflict and political instability play a major role in 
refugeeism (Otunnu, 2002). In many parts of the world these legacies have generated 
immense economic disparity, weak states as well as political, ethnic and religious arrest 
(Matthews, 2013). One of the most tragic consequences of such volatile and unsettling 
times is that large numbers of people have become displaced and forced to flee their 
countries of origin to seek asylum elsewhere.  
In 2015, the highest ever number of displaced people was recorded by the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees, with 21.3 million refugees and 3.2 million asylum 
seekers worldwide (AHRC, 2017). Of special concern to the story I am writing is that 
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almost half of the current refugee and asylum seeker population consists of school aged 
children and teenagers (UNHCR, 2016).  And as international conflicts worsen, new 
groups of people are being displaced. Sadly, numbers are increasing at a faster rate than 
can be forecast (UNCHR, 2016). In the midst of this grim picture, the growing number of 
people from the Global South9 seeking asylum in Western Europe, the US, and Australia, 
is being met with rising reluctance from these nations to grant asylum (Matthews, 2013). 
Increasingly tough immigration policies go hand in hand with strong stances in deciding 
who is allowed or not to enter wealthy nations of the Global North10 (Rizvi, 2014a). I find it 
concerning to see that in exercising their sovereign power, nation-states have 
demonstrated they are prepared to welcome some migrants while excluding others. Most 
notably, this choice is generally grounded on the perceived economic contribution or 
liability the migrant represents to the country (Rutter, 2006). 
Within these discriminatory logics, asylum seekers and refugees are commonly perceived 
as an economic and cultural burden to host nations (Arnot, Pinson & Candappa, 2009). 
Likewise, they are “easily portrayed as inferior, malign or threatening” (Marfleet, 2007, 
p. 142). And similar rationales apply to mind frames around border protection, desirable 
versus undesirable migrants and the idea that host nations are being invaded by non-white 
outsiders (Hage, 2016). I am not then surprised to notice that within this discourse of 
panic, the topic of asylum seeker and refugee settlement provokes heated debate 
amongst politicians and the general public from the Global North. These debates are 
complicated because they touch upon many dense topics such as the essence of what 
nations represent, their physical and symbolic boundaries, national identity and who has 
the right of citizenship (Marfleet, 2007).   
I believe this situation is complicated even further due to a tendency towards collective 
historical amnesia among the Global North and discourses that attempt to paint 
refugeeism as a threat to host nations who are in turn the victims of a crisis in which their 
homelands are being invaded by menacing outsiders (Holmes & Castañeda, 2016). In 
response to this kind of discourse, Minh-ha (2011, p. 46) reminds wealthy countries that 
                                            
9 Despite finding the terms Global North/South problematic, I will employ these terms for now as I do not 
have a better option for the moment. I follow Mignolo’s (2011b, pp. 166, 184) definition of Global 
South/Global North as “fuzzily delimited” areas of the globe that do not necessarily represent geographical 
locations. Global South then reads as a “metaphor that indicates regions of the world at the receiving end of 
globalization and suffering the consequences” (p. 184).  
 
10 Following Mignolo’s definition of Global North/South as metaphors to represent current global 
power/economic/social/political inequalities, I include Australia within the Global North category.  
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the illusion that refugeeism has nothing to do with them and is something in which their 
“taxpayer’s money should not be wasted is no longer tenable”. And while nations in the 
Global North are obsessed with border protection and defending their citizens from the 
ugliness and consequences of war, they often ignore their own complicity with the conflicts 
that force people to flee their homes (Hage, 2016, p. 43). Whilst ignoring their involvement 
in “historical political and economic policies” that strongly contribute to refugeeism, they 
place the responsibility “in displaced people themselves” (Holmes & Castañeda, 2016, 
p. 13).   
Alejandra 11 (2015, interview) encapsulates what I’m trying to bring forwards here:  
In my mind, I have the image of people walking in a line crossing Europe, trying to get 
to Germany and other countries shutting their borders…I don’t understand how people 
think it’s worse, oh poor us taking this people in as if they (the host countries) are the 
victims. I’m not saying that it doesn’t take a lot of good economic planning...but I don’t 
see why that is seen as the bigger issue than what people (refugees) have been 
through. The fact that people are messing up in other people’s countries has nothing to 
do with them, like they are the victims…I think it is really easy to make refugees the 
scapegoat because they often can’t speak for themselves, and they are just seeing as 
one mass, like coming in to take away ‘our’ resources. 
Alejandra’s views of nations who see themselves as the victims, being invaded by 
refugees while disregarding their own accountability in the crisis are similar to Hage’s 
(2016, p. 41) who suggests that: 
Western societies successfully shield their citizens from their wars, 
disallowing their ugliness to pollute the goodness of their civilized interior, 
settler-colonial societies cannot foreclose their massacres and torture of 
the colonized…These societies continue to see themselves as embodying 
Western civilization’s highest values. 
At the same time that many nations in the Global North do not hesitate to portray 
themselves as victims and make refugees their scapegoats, there is an increasing 
unwillingness among these same nations to honour their commitment to the United 
Nations’ (UN) 1951 convention relating to the status of refugees and its 1967 protocol.  By 
signing the convention and the protocol countries agree to have:  
                                            
11 Research partner – Pseudonym used for privacy 
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A commitment to treating refugees in accordance with internationally 
recognized legal and humanitarian standards…including recognising that 
refugees deserve, as a minimum, the same standards of treatment 
enjoyed by other foreign nationals in a given country and, in many cases, 
the same treatment as nationals; a refugee seeking protection must not be 
prevented from entering a country; and ensuring that a refugee should not 
be returned to a country where he or she faces serious threats to his or 
her life or freedom. (UNHCR, 2011, pp. 2, 4, 5, 7) 
For me, it is clear from what is taking place around the world today that recognition of the 
UN convention does not mean much more than lip service. Here, the question of historical 
context seems evident. The situation in 1951, when the convention was written, and today 
is rather different. The 1951 convention was produced essentially in response to the 
refugee crisis originated from World War II (UNHCR, 2011). Most of the refugees within 
that context were within a European setting, fleeing European conflicts. The current 
situation has shifted dramatically, with the vast majority of refugees and asylum seekers 
coming from the Global South (Matthews, 2013). I wonder what this significant contextual 
shift means to the Australian context, to its current responses to the refugee crisis, and 
consequently to the mise-en-scene I want to create here.  
Looking to the past 
I agree with Minh-ha when she explains that  
the creation of refugees remains bound to the historical forces and 
political events that precipitate it. It reflects a profound crisis of the major 
powers, the repercussions of which are made evident in the more specific, 
devastating crisis of the millions of individuals directly affected (2011, 
p. 46).   
Marfleet (2007) and Tascón (2004) also speak about the impossibility of reading the 
refugee crisis without looking at the past. Similarly to Minh-ha, both of them stress the link 
between histories of colonisation and its legacies as core elements in the contemporary 
refugee crisis. Marfleet (2007, p. 137) affirms that “new and renewed refugee crises such 
those in Iraq, Darfur, Zimbabwe, Sri Lanka and Somalia each speak of the past. They are 
the outcome of complex colonial legacies, global developments, external interventions, 
local tensions and conflicts.” And an important aspect of this complex legacy was the 
creation of fixed borders around nation-states during the colonial era which divided 
communities, placed different groups within the same nation, fostered nationalism and 
control of human movements (Tascón, 2004, p. 240).   
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When I look at current figures, trends and logics in relation to refugees and asylum 
seekers globally, I feel it’s vital to examine the past. How has the past contributed to 
present mind frames that treat refugees as less than human? How have unnatural borders 
that divide, oppress, and exploit been created? What are the historical conditions that 
have fostered the human tragedies that are currently taking place across the globe?  
Setting the scene 
It’s Good Friday, 2017, a beautiful day an ugly day.  It's autumn time in Australia, the land 
of plenty. Bright blue skies and lush green trees outside. I see beauty in my immediate 
surroundings but when I turn on the TV, the picture is grim. I see “walls of separation and 
racial discrimination, of hatred and fear, of humiliation and powerlessness…erected 
around the world to divide and conquer, exacerbating existing conflicts” (Minh-ha, 2011, 
p. 5). It’s Good Friday, 2017. President Trump is threatening to bomb North Korea, the US 
Bombed Syria, President Assad of Syria denies chemical attacks on civilians and says it 
was made up, there’s a cyclone hitting New Zealand, the Great Barrier Reef is dying, 
Prime Minister Turnbull shakes hands with the man who is going to build a giant coal mine 
in Queensland and reassures him that the project is welcome, the new census results 
come out and show how Indigenous peoples and women are still majorly disadvantaged in 
Australia, asylum seekers are rotting in detention centres in Manus Island (ABC, 2017). I 
find all of this depressing, a mess. I start writing these words with feelings of anxiety. Who 
is the villain in this epic drama? Can we point fingers? The convolutions of our times are 
so deep and intricate that simple explanations do not cut anymore. I feel like screaming 
and running away, but the deadline for this thesis is fast approaching so I have no choice 
but to type away.  
With contradictions and complications between beauty and ugliness, good and evil, guilt 
and innocence, I start putting this chapter together. I think an appropriate place to start is 
with a picture. Like a backdrop that surrounds characters and actions in a play or movie, I 
want to create a mise-en-scene for the stories within this thesis and for the thesis itself. 
Since I cannot actually draw, I am composing a mise-en-scene with words. I start the 
picture with BIG question marks. What might the background composition to stories of 
refugeeism and education look like? How do I interpret the environments that serve as 
context to the narratives here? What are the underlying historical and social conditions 
that surround them?  
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I close my eyes. The images I just saw on TV are still fresh. They fuse with elements I 
already had in my mind. What I observed on TV adds a sense of now and urgency to the 
story I want to tell. My eyes are still closed. I envision a backdrop picture, conflicting 
colours and styles produce a rather non-harmonious composition. Environments and 
conditions that serve as contexts to the research partners’ stories of forced migration, 
resettlement and education dominate this rather grotesque image: 
Refugee crisis – refugeeism – global (neo)colonial power structures – multiple 
intersected oppressions – opportunities for survival within crisis – violence and peace 
(not in contrast but in weird often contradictory relations) – consequences of the past 
– colonial nation-states – unnatural/imposed borders – military interventionism – 
simmering troubles that explode – dehumanisation of others – inequality of 
opportunities – Australia – coloniality – whiteness – neo-liberal/colonial education 
system – education as hope….12 
In this emerging, chaotic composition, I want to firstly focus on the macro elements that set 
the scene for what comes next in this story. Here, I am especially interested in the global 
and Australian conditions related to refugeeism. And within the Australian context I also 
direct my attention to its educational system and the provision of education to refugee-
background students. I should point out, however, that when I talk about macro, I do not 
refer to faraway structures, to conditions that take place out there.  For me, macro 
environments are entangled with micro conditions – the personal, the mundane, the local.  
Macro and micro elements are not separate but parts of complicated puzzles that 
constitute realities. And with this perspective, I also argue against a focus on personal 
narratives as detached from the macro-structures of power that surround them.  
Reductionist readings of refugeeism 
While creating this mise-en-scene, I feel a sense of frustration while reading most of the 
research I came across in the field of refugee and migration studies (with exception of the 
authors I am including here). Most of what I read felt reductionist to me. The impression I 
had throughout these readings was a general tendency towards localised analysis of 
refugeeism, without considering broader historical issues, especially the complicity of the 
Global North in relation to the Global South.  
                                            
12 Some of these words were inspired by conversations I had with the research partners about the refugee 
crisis. 
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In many of the texts I read, I saw responsibility placed purely within local actors in conflict 
areas; I saw efforts to analyse the deficits of areas where refugees originate from; I saw 
readings of the centrality of religion in the refugee crisis, especially Islam. At the same 
time, I saw widespread historical amnesia and failures to recognise the impact of colonial 
and neo-colonial powers in local conflicts. My sense of frustration got bigger and bigger 
the more I read. I feel it is just too simplistic to blame everything on ‘religion’, tribal 
differences, natural disasters or simply on the less ‘developed’ who live in the parts of the 
world where troubles often erupt. How can we look at what is going on now without taking 
a step back, without reflecting on the disturbing power structures that shape the planet we 
live in?  
Significant to the reading I am starting to develop here is that just like the UN convention 
on refugees, the theories that inform migration and refugee studies, have been traditionally 
based on European migration movements and social-sciences. I do not see this similarity 
as a mere coincidence. I see a pattern forming, a pattern of logics in knowledge production 
about refugeeism. I see this pattern as going hand in hand, being part of, informing and 
being informed by the same logics that see refugees as the problem, as the scapegoat, 
without a careful global analysis that includes all actors involved in this giant mess. In this 
way, “many migration studies contribute to legitimising the practices of hegemonic 
populations in the racial/ethnic hierarchies and avoids confronting the racist discrimination 
and colonial legacies perpetuated” (Grosfoguel, Oso, & Christou, 2015, p. 644). 
Opening-up entangled conversations: Decolonial theories 
In the midst of the turmoils of our times, I believe that to open-up these entangled 
conversations about refugeeism and the refugee crisis, fresh theories that have not often 
been used in this field of studies are necessary. At least, for me, I craved to find a frame 
that would sustain the elements of the picture I am putting together. I needed a frame that 
would provide analytical tools to allow me to look to the past, to the legacies of what came 
before, as key elements in interpreting the current state of global affairs. Given these 
priorities, I see decolonial theories as useful here.   
‘Decolonial theories’, ‘decoloniality’ and the ‘decolonial turn’ do not refer to a single theory 
but to a “family of diverse positions that share a view of coloniality as a fundamental 
problem in the contemporary world” (Maldonato-Torres, 2011, p. 2). According to 
Grosfoguel (2008) “coloniality refers to long-standing patterns of power that emerged as a 
result of colonialism and continues to deeply influence knowledge production, subjectivity, 
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gender relations, the economy, and relations of authority, well beyond contexts of colonial 
administrations”. Coloniality encompasses profoundly embedded mind-frames, among the 
Global North (and the Global South) around ideas of who counts as human; concepts of 
cultural superiority/inferiority; justifications of worthiness based on race; and the notion of 
‘non-Western’ populations as ‘primitive’ (Quijano, 2007). 
Of special importance to decolonial theories is that despite what official history books 
might say, we do not live in a postcolonial world. Even though the era of ‘official’ 
colonisation has mostly ended, “invasion, occupation, disruption and relocation – in other 
words, colonization by other means – continue to set the stage for unending aggression 
and destruction” (Minh-ha, 2011, p. 5). And the power hierarchies that have been created 
during the colonial era such as, for example, “the international division of labour (core-
periphery), the racial/ethnic hierarchy (West and non-West), the Christian-centric 
patriarchal hierarchy of gender/sexuality and the interstate system (military and political 
power)” are still very much central elements of contemporary realities (Grosfoguel et al., 
2015, p. 641). In other words, we are still today governed by colonial logics and power 
structures.  
I find that taking these logics and power structures into consideration is helpful not only in 
reading the current state of global affairs and refugee crisis but also, more specifically, in 
enriching an analysis of the Australian context and its educational system.  What I mean is 
that through a decolonial analysis that places coloniality as a key issue in current global 
affairs, I am able to place forced migration as a consequence of processes and 
inequalities directly related to the legacies of colonisation. More precisely, I can draw a 
direct line between the explosion of conflicts and disasters that continue to force people 
out of their countries of origin to the development of a modern nation-state and its 
continuing struggles for power.  In addition, a decolonial analysis offers a useful frame to 
read contemporary Australia as it has been strongly shaped by the complexities and 
ambiguities of its unique history as a white European settler colony geographically situated 
in the Asia-Pacific.  
Another important aspect of decolonial thinking I consider helpful here are theories around 
knowledge production. Quijano (2000) explains that as Western Europeans consolidated 
themselves as the centre of capitalism during their colonial expansion, they possessed 
hegemonic control over the world’s market, means of production and workforce. With their 
control over capital, Europeans could impose their colonial domination all over the world 
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while incorporating the ‘colonised’ into their own ‘world view’. And although binary division 
of ‘us’ versus ‘them’, ‘barbarian’ versus ‘civilised’ had been present before throughout 
history, what makes the colonial mind-frame unique and powerful is its global propagation 
through so called scientific Western knowledge.  This was possible through the creation of 
various academic disciplines in the colonial era, as for example, anthropology, sociology 
and biology (Connell, 2007). In this manner, the Global South becomes the source of data 
and the Global North’s academies the centre of production of knowledge and theory about 
its ‘Others’ (Mignolo, 2011a).  
The study of the non-European and in many ways the data created from these disciplines 
were used to ‘scientifically’ justify European ‘superiority’ and the non-European’s 
‘primitiveness’. As a consequence, traditional academic research has been a fundamental 
element in the establishment of coloniality. Backed by economic, political and 
technological dominance, Global North’s academies have had the power to produce and 
disseminate academic knowledge globally as neutral, authoritative and scientific. 
Ultimately, this mindset is still widespread today and has an immense influence on the 
current state of global and local affairs. Here I can draw a connection between what 
decolonial theorists are talking about and many of the studies I read in refugee and 
migration studies. Grosfoguel et al. (2015, p. 647) explain that migration studies as a 
research field is part of academic traditions that have had a tendency to reproduce colonial 
mind frames: 
Migration studies speak from a non-neutral particular location in the 
colonial divide – it frequently justifies the domination, marginalisation or 
poverty of the migrant population in terms of a claim to a neutral, 
universalistic and objective culturalist or economic reductionist argument. 
According to this literature, migrants have ‘difficulties’ due to ‘objective’ 
criteria such as culture (attitudes, behaviour, mentality, values, etc.) or the 
economy (class origin, economic crisis, market factors, etc.).  
Ramon Grosfoguel and his colleagues offer an approach to migration studies which I find 
valuable to this thesis because they place racism and intersectionality centre stage. As I 
read their paper I was immediately attracted to what these authors were proposing. Even 
though they are not speaking specifically about refugees, I believe their framework around 
race and intersectionality is useful to help me grasping the situations in which the stories in 
this thesis take place. Working with Fanon’s zones of being theory, Grosfoguel et al. apply 
the concept of below and above the line of being to their analysis of race relations in 
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migration. According to Fanon (1967) people who fall below the line of being are deemed 
sub-human or non-human; while people above the line are considered superior beings and 
recognised as humans, having access to rights and recognition of subjectivities and 
epistemologies. Inspired by Fanon’s work, Grosfoguel (cited in Grosfoguel et al., 2015, 
p. 636) defines racism as “a global hierarchy of human superiority and inferiority, 
politically, culturally and economically produced and reproduced for centuries by the 
institutions of the capitalist/patriarchal western-centric/Christian-centric modern/ colonial 
world-system”. Racism is therefore not simply reduced to oppression according to skin 
colour and can be expressed through markers such as religion, language and ethnicity. 
“Depending on the varying colonial histories in a number of world regions, the hierarchy of 
human superiority/inferiority can be constructed through various racial markers” (p. 636).  
Through their take on racism, Grosfoguel and colleagues’ engagement with 
intersectionality becomes apparent. Intersectionality, an analytical approach developed by 
African American feminists, focuses on the crossings and junctions of various markers, 
such as race, class, gender, and sexuality in analysing oppressions (Crenshaw, 1991; 
Davis, 1983). In other words, intersectionality centres analysis on the complexity of the 
world and human experiences by recognising that “events and conditions of social and 
political life and self can seldom be understood as shaped by one factor [but] by many 
factors in diverse and mutually influencing ways” (Collins & Bilge, 2016, p.1). Bringing 
together the decolonial work of Fanon and intersectionality, Grosfoguel et al. take into 
account the diverse racial, class and gendered experiences in migration (p. 644). They 
stress the necessity of migration theory to consider race and racism in migration 
processes, together with an analysis of migration experiences in “relation to colonial 
legacies” (p. 648). 
With their non-reductionist readings of migration, I feel these authors are opening-up the 
kind of conversations I would like to take part in within migration and refugee studies. If I 
apply their decolonial approach to the situation of refugees around the world, in Australia, 
and to the people who worked with me in this project, I can start to understand that they 
would often fall under the line of being. This positioning as less than human is then 
significant in the way refugees are treated and perceived among groups who belong to the 
zone of being.  I also start to see that for refugees, racial oppression intersects with other 
forms of oppression and that those intersections affect individuals differently. I begin to 
grasp with the idea of entangled heterogeneity in the zones of being and non-being. What 
I mean is that zones of being are heterogeneous spaces and accordingly it is impossible to 
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homogenise experiences in either of the zones. I consider this focus on heterogeneity 
extremely important, especially once I start discussing whiteness as a marker of privilege. 
This focus will allow me to approach both privilege and oppression in non-reductionist 
ways since they are experienced differently between/within both zones of being and non-
being.  
And I mention whiteness with care and a sense of uncertainty. There are so many 
complicated issues to deal with when discussing whiteness and I want to clarify that my 
goal here is to generate discussions rather than to provide fixed answers. Also, when I 
refer to ‘whiteness’ my aim is not to promote the illusion that there is such a thing as a 
homogeneous ‘white’ experience. Aware of problematics with labelling and fixed 
categories, I use the term ‘dominant white Australia’ (Nicolacopoulos & Vassilacopoulos, 
2004, p. 32) to refer to a governing Australian culture that is grounded on middle-class-
patriarchal Anglo-Celtic settler histories, institutions and values. I employ this term not 
simply as a ‘racial’ marker, but as a heterogeneous socially constructed concept that is 
entangled with class, gender, religion and coloniality. I am not in any way suggesting that 
people experience whiteness in uniform ways or am I classifying oppression and privilege 
in mutually-exclusive senses or in simplistic binary opposition (Collins & Bilge, 2016).  
In the same way that I believe it is short-sighted to place refugees in boxes of 
homogeneous experiences, the same would apply when talking about whiteness. I also 
want to stress that, despite whiteness being a non-fixed socially constructed concept, its 
effects within systems of oppressions that operate as a consequence/constituent of it, are 
very much real, with real material and affective consequences to real people (Alexander & 
Knowles, 2005).  
Refugees in Australia 
Even though, geographically, Australia is an island located in the Global South, similar 
logics to those governing wealthy nations of the Global North apply here (Connell, 2007). 
Yet, there are specificities about the Australian context which I want to bring to your 
attention. When refugees and asylum seekers reach Australia, they set foot in a complex 
context, with its own unresolved colonial history, with its internal tensions and 
contradictions. They arrive in a nation-state that historically has had convoluted 
relationships with non-white inhabitants (Ang, 2001). They arrive in a country with one of 
the strictest border control policies in the world (Fozdar & Hartley, 2013). And within these 
border control policies, contradictions and disparities are evident.  
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Support packages are offered to the small group of refugees who arrive under the 
Humanitarian Program each year, while refugees and asylum seekers who arrive by boat 
receive extremely harsh treatments (Puvimanasinghe, Denson, Augoustinos, & 
Somasundaram, 2014 ). Asylum seekers, including children, who arrive in Australia by 
boat, are automatically confined in detention centres for undetermined and often 
prolonged periods of time (ASRC, 2017). This unfortunate treatment of asylum seekers 
takes place even though Australia is a signatory to the UN Refugee protocol and only a 
tiny proportion of the world’s asylum seeker and refugee population make their way here 
(AHRC, 2017).  
To put the situation into numeric perspective, in Australia in the period 2015-16 the 
Refugee and Humanitarian Program granted a total of 17,555 visas (AHRC, 2017). Within 
this total, 15,552 visas were given to resettlement applicants (people who apply for visas 
whilst in transit countries) and 2,003 visas were granted under the onshore protection 
component (AHRC, 2017). When combining the impact of refugee recognition and 
resettlement, Australia is ranked 22nd on a per capita basis and 38th relative to national 
GDP (RCA, 2017). With tougher immigration policies by the current federal government, 
the Australian contribution to hosting asylum seekers and refugees is likely to decrease 
further while its political commitment to their rights is also declining. 
Another important point to remember when thinking about the complicated relationship 
Australia has with refugees and asylum seekers is that when a new arrival enters (or 
attempts to enter) the country, they arrive in a space that is neither neutral nor empty. 
They enter a space that is already contaminated “by racial power relations with a long 
colonial history, colonial imaginary, colonial knowledge and racial/ethnic hierarchies” 
(Grosfoguel et al., 2015, p. 641).  Within the specific Australian settler-colonial history, a 
saga of dispossession and erasure of Indigenous peoples paralleling deep fears of 
invasion from outsiders provides an intensely complicated backdrop for new arrivals 
(Tascón, 2004, p. 246). When refugees and asylum seekers arrive, they then enter an 
already intricate saga, dominated by racialised conditions, with plot and relationship 
between characters established. Once here, they become part of this complicated story 
while their character description is uncertain.   
The Australian settler-colonial narrative started a while back, more precisely in the late 
1700s, with land claims by the British who “under the legal fiction of Terra Nullius – land 
belonging to no-one – systematically dispossessed, murdered, raped and incarcerated the 
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original owners” (Moreton-Robinson, 2003, p. 24). Although ‘multiculturalism’ was adopted 
in the 1970s to signify a shift towards a more inclusive Australia, its main cultural 
orientations and positionality as a nation are still defined by the dominant elite as ‘White’ 
and ‘Western’ while ‘Others’ within, including its original Indigenous peoples, have been 
kept on the margins (Ang, 2001). And despite an increase of non-white migration after the 
extinction of the White Australian Policy13 in the 1970s, the majority of the population 
remains of European descent (ABS, 2017). 
In this dense narrative, the notion of terra nullius, even though discredited today, still takes 
centre stage. This very notion of land belonging to no one legitimises the superiority-
authority-ownership logics that entitle ‘dominant-white-Australia’ and its institutions to 
determine who is allowed to enter the nation (Moreton-Robinson, 2003, pp. 25-26). This is 
a logic of colonial-patriarchal-white-sovereignty, with an elite of settlers who see 
themselves as ‘local’, in charge. Garbutt (2011, p. 4) argues that “we settler locals say we 
belong as though we and our culture have naturally emerged from the bounds of this 
place”. By occupying a hegemonic position in the nation-state, a ‘local’ elite has had the 
ability to draw borders, geographical and symbolic, that demarcate spaces where certain 
groups of people can enter or not. Nicolacopoulos and Vassilacopoulos (2004, pp. 32-33) 
contribute to the conversation by encapsulating the ideas I see as pertinent for this 
discussion: 
In Australia, whiteness is historically and socially constructed through 
processes that at once position Indigenous peoples as non-Australian, 
and designated migrant groups as what we might call ‘perpetual 
foreigners within the Australian state’…Because dominant white Australia 
is unwilling to recognise its occupier status it has had to invoke a suitable 
‘other’ to play the role of legitimating its authority and to alleviate the 
anxiety that the occupation of stolen land produces for an ontologically 
disturbed subjectivity . 
Terra nullius is still here, it is still part of a plot that is thick and thickens. I see terra nullius 
as the founding concept that fosters the disturbed subjectivity Nicolacopoulos and 
Vassilacopoulos are talking about. The notion of nullius – nothing, no one – no humans 
                                            
13 The Migration Restriction Act of 1901 which became known as the White Australia Policy was created in 
1901 and remained in place until 1966 aimed to restrict numbers of non-white migrants to Australia (National 
Museum of Australia, n.d.). This policy together with numerous ‘Aborigines’ Acts’ were fundamental to 
formalise national “racist beliefs and practices” and reinforce “the erasure and exclusion of ‘coloured’ 
peoples” as part of its foundational history as a nation (Tascón, p. 245). 
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were here before the European arrived, is key. The colonial logic of white supremacy over 
the less than human Indigenous peoples is the basis of terra nullius and at the core of the 
logics that still govern the systems of power in charge of border control. And while the 
treatment of Indigenous peoples and non-white migrants (including refugees and asylum 
seekers) have been different, with distinct historical trajectories, they both still occur and 
involve structural “practices of marginalisation and exclusion” (Rizvi, 2014, p. 143).  
This very much still present colonial mind-frame of racial superiority, structural exclusion 
and “xenophobic tendencies” towards non-white Australians have been exacerbated in the 
last 15 years by a string of conservative governments with constant marginalising rhetoric 
and policies (Fozdar & Hartley, 2013, p. 129). Governments frequently raise concerns 
“about the possible loss of the EuroChristian national character, and its implications for 
social cohesion, shared values and national identity…[and that] the growing proportion of 
increasingly diverse migrants could make for an unstable polity” (p. 129). This type of 
rhetoric is accompanied by an overall public negativity towards refugees and other non-
white migrants (Markus, 2012). While reflecting on xenophobic rhetoric, colonial mind-
frames and on the relationship between dominant-white-Australia and its ‘Others’ I start 
asking myself if a hierarchy of oppressions exists here and how it would apply to the 
stories in this study. As I ask this question, I notice how intricate the concept of oppression 
is and that a simplistic reading would not do justice to such a charged word. 
Refugees and asylum seekers: is there a hierarchy of oppressions within 
marginalised groups in Australia? 
In her famous 1983 essay, There is no hierarchy of oppressions, Audre Lorde affirmed that 
there is not such a thing as a hierarchy of oppressions. She argued that any kind of 
oppression is as cruel as the next and that they do not occur separate from one another 
but are fundamentally interconnected. She used as an example the fact that she was a 
black lesbian living in a white patriarchy. Being a woman, a black woman, a lesbian – all of 
these subjectivities – were subjected to oppressions in different ways but they were never 
isolated and she did not believe in putting them in an order or hierarchy of cruelty.  
I agree with Audre Lorde and believe that any kind of oppression is inexcusable and on 
the impossibility of classifying what is the ‘worst’ kind. However, when I ask myself if there 
is a hierarchy of oppressions in Australia my focus is slightly different. What I mean is: are 
some people, depending on their combination of subjectivities, more oppressed than 
others? As I ask this question I also wonder if a discussion on hierarchy is useful at all 
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here since I am starting from the premise that all forms of oppression are despicable. What 
happens if this is the way that those in power want us to think? What happens when we 
think in terms of hierarchies and what happens when we resist? What does it mean when I 
speak in terms of hierarchies here? Perhaps a hierarchical division is not the way to go but 
at this point in time I cannot escape the recurring thought that there is a clear distinction in 
the treatment by the government of refugees who arrive by boat and the ones who arrive 
on a humanitarian visa.  
To put my thoughts into perspective, as I mentioned before, refugees who arrive under a 
humanitarian visa in Australia are “assisted through a range of services provided by the 
government, community organisations, and the private sector. They are given intensive 
support for the initial 6 months…[and] are also entitled to social security beneﬁts and 
student support services” (Puvimanasinghe et al., 2014, p. 314). On the other hand, 
asylum seekers who arrive by boat in Australia are subjected to one of the most (if not the 
most) strict immigration detention system in the globe (ASRC, 2017). For the people who 
arrive seeking asylum by boat, detention is mandatory, with no limitations of how long a 
person can be incarcerated, and without the option of contesting their case in a court of 
law (Henderson & Fitzgerald, 2014, p. 68).  And since the introduction of the Sovereign 
Borders Policy, with the objective of ‘turning back the boats’, anyone who arrives by boat is 
excluded from the possibility of applying for permanent residency in Australia (ASRC, 
2017). Alejandra14 (2015, interview) provides a helpful analysis of the situation under the 
Sovereign Borders Policy: 
Asylum seekers who arrive by boat…are treated like animals, worse…if you come here 
like my family did, plane ticket, visa, there was a program for us…we had a home… I’ve 
read some stories about people [in detention centres] and it echoes my family story but 
the only [difference] is that they didn’t have access to apply for a visa. And that’s 
something that could have so easily happened to us, so easily!  
As I reflect on this distinction, another layer of complexity appears in my mind: if there was 
a hierarchy of oppressions where would Indigenous Australians feature? Would they be 
positioned even lower than refugees who arrive by boat? What about an Indigenous 
person who happens to be a woman? What about an Indigenous woman who is also a 
lesbian? Where would she feature in this hierarchy? Then going back to the examples of 
refugees, I wonder if there is a difference in treatment of refugees according to their 
                                            
14 Research partner, pseudonym 
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religion.  And there is also the example of a ‘hierarchy of colours’ that Jestor15 (2015, 
interview) believes takes place in the job market in Australia: 
A friend of mine said: If you are white you get like 75% chance of getting a job, if you 
are Asian like 60% and if you are like black you get like 20% and if you are like Samoan 
you get like 35%. He was sort of joking but at the same time he was being serious. He 
wouldn’t find it offensive but he said it because it’s sort of true. I can say, I don’t say 
they are racist but the colour of your skin sort of impacts. 
Perhaps it is actually not good at all to think of a hierarchy. What is important here is to 
reflect upon the ambiguous and often cruel manner in which Australia, as a nation, 
interacts with and treats people who do not fit within concepts of ‘dominant-white 
Australia’. What is perverse here are the structural and cultural responses to non-white 
migrants and Indigenous peoples, the uneasy, uncomfortable positions they inhabit within 
mainstream imaginations. What is clear to me as I look at my surroundings is that Australia 
is a place full of contradictions. A place that time and time again has failed to truly 
embrace difference as a strength and not as a problem to be ‘whitened’ away. I see 
anxieties and fear in xenophobic mainstream discourses and policies. At the same time, I 
see localised displays of community spirit and kindness. I see community groups taking 
matters into their own hands and working together to support each other. I see 
compassion, generosity and love in micro-sectors of the community.  
How are students of refugee-background being received in Australian 
schools? 
It’s within this complex and contradictory national context that the Australian educational 
system, its schools and classrooms are located. It’s within this context that new arrival 
refugee-background students16 receive their formal education. As I continue to draw this 
mise-en-scene, I imagine educational elements right at the front of the scene because the 
significant relationship between education and young people of refugee-background is at 
the centre of this study. In searching for elements to add to this section of the picture, I 
sought insights into the state of Australian education in relation to refugee-background 
students.  
                                            
15 Research partner, pseudonym 
16 While acknowledging that I do not believe the terminology is unproblematic I decided to use the phrase 
‘students of refugee-background’ to refer to students who are asylum seekers, refugees and the ones who 
consider themselves former refugees or asylum seekers. 
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Many studies I came across portrayed schooling as vital in new arrival youth settlement 
processes (Correa-Velez, Gifford, McMichael, & Sampson, 2016; Strang & Ager, 2010; 
Uptin, Wright, & Harwood, 2013). With education comes the opportunity for students to 
learn essential skills, become part of their new community and build a positive future for 
themselves (Cassity & Gow, 2005). Accordingly, schools have the potential to be a force of 
positive change in the lives of young people who have most likely been through a great 
deal of hardship. Yet, this positive potential is in many cases not fulfilled (Dumenden & 
English, 2013). Often the task of functioning in the highly competitive and ‘foreign’ 
Australian educational system is overwhelming, not just academically but socially (Ferfolja 
& Vickers, 2010). For a new arrival student, challenges are not simply related to learning 
the curriculum and English language but acquiring “the knowledge of how to be a student, 
and indeed look like one, that entails many skills, behaviours, formative experiences and a 
great deal of (new) knowledge” (Miller, Mitchell, & Brown, 2005 p. 23). Some students 
manage to navigate/negotiate this complex new environment. Unfortunately, more often 
than not, schooling becomes a source of frustration and failure to students from minority 
groups in Australia (Dumenden & English, 2013). 
I ask myself why this is the case and I am immediately brought back to the notion of 
multiple entangled oppressions and that education is a central part of the complex global 
and national systems that I have spoken about in the previous sections. As I ponder on the 
difficulties refugee-background students have navigating their new educational context I 
think about some of the different roles that schooling plays in “capitalist/patriarchal 
western-centric/Christian-centric modern/ colonial” (Grosfoguel, 2012) societies such as 
Australia. I consider the role of education in the maintenance/reproduction of societies’ 
norms, cultures, class structure, and institutions (Grumet, 2013, p. 88). And since 
education is an essential channel by which knowledge is spread, I would like to suggest 
that it has been fundamental in the consolidation of a ‘Global Northern’ hegemony of 
knowledge in many parts of the world.  
‘Western’ humanist epistemologies have shaped educational systems in numerous nations 
(including Australia) and have guided theory, pedagogy, curriculum, discourse, and 
assessment practices (hooks, 2010). These same systems have had a tendency to silence 
diverse ways of knowing, ignoring histories, cultures and theories that are not told from 
‘rational Western’ perspectives. For example, Anzaldúa (2009, p. 188) spoke about her 
educational experiences as a woman of colour in Southern Texas:  
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The whole time I’ve been in school the producers of knowledge have been 
middle- and upper-class white people—those with power in the 
universities, science establishments, and publishing and art houses. They 
produce the theories and books that we read. They produce the 
unconscious values, views, and assumptions about reality, about culture, 
about everything. We internalize, we assimilate, these theories.   
Rizvi (2014b) adds to the conversation by providing an account of the role of education in 
the era of globalisation and transnational neo-liberalism. He proposes that traditionally in 
modern nation-states, education has been seen as vital for nation building and unity. 
Education has been considered responsible for transferring a common framework of 
values, ideas and narratives of ‘the nation’ from one generation to the next.  However, the 
notion of a rigid national culture with a clear connection to a nation state is no longer 
possible in current times. With ever increasing flows of people, capital, images and ideas 
across nations and communities, traditional national cultural formations can no longer be 
taken for granted.  Rizvi (2014b) stresses that in contemporary educational systems 
constant contradictions and complexities take place. On one hand, nation states attempt to 
fiercely hold on to the nation-building role of education. On the other hand, they 
increasingly succumb to transnational neo-liberal demands that involve an international 
homogenisation of educational policies with the objective of meeting the requirements of 
the global economy.  
In the ‘global’ model of education, schooling is responsible for forming qualified workers for 
the global market. To efficiently produce a qualified workforce, many nations believe they 
need educational systems governed by accountability, measurability and surveillance. 
Rizvi (2014a) is critical of this global model of education. He argues that to be inclusive to 
minority students and a force for social change, there is the need for a fundamental shift in 
the role of schooling. He believes that education should neither be responsible for 
reproducing hegemonic monocultural national values nor as a capitalist instrument to 
produce the workforce.  
The role of the State: ‘Fair’ education for all?   
A key enabler of the logics that govern institutions in nations such as Australia, and that 
underlies the educational experience of students of refugee-background, are policies and 
designated funding determined by the State (Fozdar & Hartley, 2013). Schooling, as I 
suggested before, is part of complicated power structures and accordingly, the education 
young people receive is highly dependent on the state’s agendas and priorities. 
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Considering priorities and agendas specific to the Australian context, it quickly became 
evident through my readings, that the centrality of standardised testing, competitiveness, 
and a focus on measurable outcomes are prioritised over investments in tailored input to 
the diverse needs of students (Creagh, 2016; Ferfolja, Whitton, & Sidoti, 2010; Keddie, 
2012; Rizvi, 2014b).   
I also noticed a focus on English as a first language literacy within educational policies at 
the cost of more inclusive policies that celebrate and invest on the linguistic diversity 
available in the community (Lo Bianco, 2001). With this robust focus on standardisation 
and measurability, specific policies and funding related to minority students, including 
students of refugee-background have not been a priority to governments (Taylor, 2008). In 
other words, “Australian education reforms do not show an expanding of social imagery in 
relation to the global, but work to further disempower the very young people who are of 
greatest need” (Creagh, 2016, p. 269). 
On broad policy papers, the Federal Government and the State of Queensland boast 
strong commitment to providing inclusive education to all young people (Sidhu & Taylor, 
2007). Yet, specific policies and strategies for the provision of inclusive education to 
students of refugee-background are widely absent from such papers (Taylor & Sidhu, 
2012). The non-priority given to policies related to this group of students becomes even 
more strident when one starts digging into how policies and funding have been ad hoc, 
short-sighted without feasible long-term vision and goals (Taylor, 2008). Creagh (2016) 
explains that the lack of focus and appropriate funding to support the needs of refugee-
background students are exacerbated by the fact that they are grouped together with other 
English as an Additional Language (EAL) or Language Background Other than English 
(LBOTE) students as if they were a homogenous group. And because they are bundled 
together with international students and Australian students who speak a language other 
than English at home, their educational disadvantage is hidden within the LBOTE 
category. The danger here is that “if these students are hidden in statistical data, the policy 
implications and corresponding funding responses will be dire for a particularly 
disadvantaged group of Australian students” (Creagh, 2016, p. 253). Unfortunately, the 
result of lack of political commitment and policy shortcomings has been continuous 
evidence of students’ academic failure and the burn out of professionals such as teachers 
who are at the front-line of educational practice (Uptin et al., 2013). 
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One specific area of Federal educational policy I want to bring your attention to is the New 
Arrivals Program (NAP) and student mainstreaming. The NAP provides intensive and 
specialist English language support for EAL students on arrival in Australia. On average, 
refugee-background students receive twelve months of intensive English instruction before 
attending mainstream schools (Naidoo, 2015, p. 214). Numerous studies have argued that 
for new arrivals who might have histories of severely disrupted schooling and literacy 
development, the support provided by the NAP is insufficient (Dumenden & English, 2013; 
Miller & Windle, 2010; Naidoo, 2009, 2010, 2011, 2013; Windle & Miller, 2012). Refugee-
background students’ transitions to mainstream schools are usually problematic because 
they are often placed in classes where they may not be able to follow or complete the 
required work (Matthews, 2008).   
In attempting to minimise issues with mainstreaming procedures, a common practice in 
Australia is the deployment of partnership arrangements between schools, government 
and non-governmental agencies/organisations to deliver educational support to students 
of refugee-background (Sidhu & Taylor, 2009). The educational support services available 
through partnerships range from tutoring services, therapeutic interventions, and provision 
of uniforms and stationery among others (Sidhu & Taylor, 2009). The issue with this kind 
of practice is that the provision of remedial community support is to a certain extent 
replacing structural, well-designed policy that focus on the long-term educational need of 
students.   
Diversity of students’ learning needs and classification  
Another crucial point I want to consider here is related to the diversity of students’ profiles 
and learning needs. In the past 15 years, there has been an increase in the arrival of new 
groups of refugees/asylum seekers mainly from Africa and the Middle East (but also a 
growing number from South Asian countries like Burma, Sri Lanka and Bhutan) (ARHC, 
2017). This new cohort of students represents not only an addition to linguistic and cultural 
diversity within schools but the likelihood of specific learning needs to respective situations 
that need to be addressed.  
Including new groups of students with diverse needs in the Australian educational context 
has proven to be a complex and challenging task for teachers and schools around the 
country (Miller, 2011). Adding to the complexity is a factor often ignored in policy and 
practice – that the category ‘refugee’ is not synonymous with people with homogenous 
histories and situations. Even students who arrive from the same region or country do not 
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necessarily have the same ethnic background, class, religion, language or experience of 
education and displacement. As a result, students are likely to have varied educational 
needs that cannot be simply identified through their broad ‘classification’ as refugees and 
asylum-seekers. 
On the note of categories, as I mentioned in the previous section, in Australian educational 
policy, students of refugee-background are classified as LBOTE (Language Background 
Other than English). LBOTE as a category includes immigrants, international students, 
Australians who speak a language other than English at home, some indigenous students, 
and refugees/asylum seekers (Miller, 2011). This rather general grouping fails to recognise 
that students of refugee-background come from circumstances and have educational 
needs that are significantly different to the other groups within this category (Creagh, 
2016). The major point I want to make here is that in order to better respond to the needs 
of students of refugee-background it is vital that their specific circumstances and 
backgrounds are taken into consideration. That is, there is a need to rethink the ways in 
which students are grouped and homogenised.  To bundle students of refugee-
background as ‘all the same’ as if they were all part of one homogenous group is 
exclusionary in nature (McBrien, 2005). By generalising, the Australian educational system 
fails to recognise specific situations and respond to students’ needs in inclusive manners. 
Going back to the question I proposed at the beginning of this section: How are students 
of refugee-background being received by the Australian educational system? According to 
research, the picture seems grim. Resources are scarce, teachers are struggling, many 
school approaches are underdeveloped, students are disengaged and failing. Finding 
specific data about completion rates is also difficult because of the category bundling issue 
with other LBOTE students (Creagh, 2016). Yet, one study has found that the secondary 
school completion rate among refugee-background students is lower than the national 
average, with 62% completion compared to the 74% national average (Correa-Velez et al., 
2016, p. 4). Uptin et al. (2013) predicts that the failure to provide young people of refugee-
background with adequate education means that they are set to become the new 
Australian underclass with the potential for future social problems. The overall picture is 
grim and extremely complex.  
Final touches to the mise-en-scene 
As I start to add the final touches to the intricate mise-en-scene that has been taking 
shape in this chapter I try to put aside the ideas that I do not want to include in the story. 
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They are however, persistent, and keep coming back through my readings time and time 
again. While some studies (most notably the ones I included in this chapter) have 
addressed the intricacies surrounding students of refugee-background, there is still a 
general tendency in this field to look at issues such as language acquisition and trauma 
without a thorough analysis of underlying causes (Rutter, 2006; Stewart, 2011).  
I believe that if we are to construct holistic readings of the issues pertinent to refugee 
education in Australia it is important to undertake analyses that include elements such as 
history, politics, racialisation, and the relationship between power and knowledge.  I want 
to make these elements essential props in the story I am going to tell. While I recognise 
that issues such as English language acquisition and trauma must be considered, 
“attending to the immediate demands of what is happening now requires consideration of 
broader postcolonial conditions such as racialisation and exclusion” (Matthews,2008, 
p. 32). These conditions are part of complex sets of environmental factors occurring during 
pre- and post-migration stages that strongly influence the educational experiences of 
students of refugee-background (Hamilton & Moore, 2004).  
In response, the story I want to tell creates a holistic analysis of students’ situations that 
takes into consideration the multi-layered environments that surround each person, 
including the family, community, school, national and international broader societies.  
Another striking aspect I noticed throughout my readings was a general focus on stories of 
failure and deficit. I completely understand that this is probably due to the precarious 
conditions of education provision to refugee-background students. Yet, I believe that to a 
certain extent many studies, despite their best intentions, have tended to contribute to 
dominant academic discourses that label and homogenises students of refugee-
background in a manner that encourages stereotyping and deficit attitudes. It is my 
impression that defining a group of students by what they lack and by histories of trauma is 
perhaps a reductionist story to tell.  And when I raise these concerns, I do not mean to 
downplay the trauma and hardship that refugee-background students have most likely 
endured. I do not ignore the problematics/ambiguities with concepts of educational 
failure/deficit either.  
One of the conclusions I come to after carefully going through numerous papers and 
books on refugee-education, is that this field of studies would benefit from more research 
that engages with the complex experiences of students who navigated the school system 
and completed high-school in Australia. Although educational studies focusing on the told 
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experiences of refugee-background students in schools are growing (see Boas, 2012; 
Harris, 2011; Mosselson, 2007; McPherson, 2007; Robertson, Gifford, McMichael, & 
Correa-Velez, 2016; Uptin et al., 2013), notably uncommon are studies that focus 
specifically on the perspectives of refugee-background students who have completed 
high-school. This is despite continuous suggestions that accessing secondary education 
and completing it successfully is among the most valued opportunities of agency among 
refugee-background youth (Correa-Velez et al., 2016; McPherson, 2007; Naidoo, 2015b). 
I also realise, not only from educational research, but from everything I read and wrote 
while drawing this mise-en-scene, that nothing is one-sided, monolithic, one-directional. I 
slowly start to understand that everything, including the conditions of refugee-background 
students and research, takes place in relation to an array of complicated elements and 
power relations. And when I say in relation, despite unequal distributions of power, I mean 
that phenomena are not unilateral, going only in one direction. Relations are also 
multifaceted and cannot be seeing as simply A versus B because A and B are complex in 
their own right and exist in relation to multiple conditions simultaneously. So, for me, 
simple explanations, single factor readings cannot do justice to any human experience.  
With this conviction in mind, I am constantly aware of how perversive binary thinking is, it 
keeps creeping up all the time in my writing. This annoying black and white kind of thinking 
is so powerful because this is how we are trained to operate, with simplistic notions of us 
versus them, good versus evil, oppressor versus oppressed, men versus women and so 
on. Breaking away from this automatic mind frame requires constant effort. “To catch 
binaries as they fall upon my writing practices” (Mackinlay, 2017, personal conversation) is 
not a simple task. And while I endeavour to have all my senses wide open to notice them 
creeping up, sometimes they will unfortunately slip in, unnoticed.  
I think the scenery is finally ready. But I will add and change elements as needed 
throughout the story. This is a rather crowded mise-en-scene, not necessarily pretty or 
harmonious. Bold colours shout at the audience. Big signs with the words Complexity, 
Entanglement, Ambivalence and Contradictions are hung up high. Elements and props of 
various sizes and shapes are everywhere, at times competing for space. This is perhaps 
an overwhelming picture but it is what I could create with my current tools and 
circumstances. Now that I have finished drawing it, I wonder what story will take place in 
this setting. 
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What story do I want to tell? 
I want to tell a story that open-up conversations, entangled conversations about/with 
refugee-background students as agents, as knowers in their own narratives. I also want 
this story to open-up conversations about research processes that seek to delink from 
coloniality. The story I want to tell focuses on narratives of educational success17 while 
aware of dangers, nuances and complexities within this concept, while knowing that 
“success is a messy field, not easily negotiated” (Kenway et al., 1997, p. 35). I understand 
as well that my definition of ‘success’ is narrow: finish year 12, get a certificate, go to uni – 
you are a good student. I understand that focusing on ‘success’ to produce counter-stories 
may be paradoxical. Success might represent students’ ability to conform and play by the 
rules of the colonial, neo-liberal, patriarchal Australian academic system. Yet, I choose to 
proceed with this story because I see educational experiences as much more complicated 
than this. The ‘conforming to the system’ kind of reading only tells one part of the story. It 
fails to recognise the complex agencies of refugee-background students who complete 
school successfully in Australia. And it is on complex agencies embodied in multi-layered 
contexts of oppression/privilege that I choose to focus on here. 
By focusing on told experiences of academic success, I hope to contribute to the creation 
of different narratives where students of refugee-background are not reduced to trauma 
and pathologies. I know I must be careful not to romanticise experiences but I believe this 
is an important story to tell. Most of what is written about the ‘refugee experience’ (in the 
singular) highlights the passivity of receiving, where people are helpless, docile receivers 
who rely on the mercy of aid and host countries (Zeus, 2010, p. 269). The story I want to 
tell challenges the singularity of this ‘narrative’ and complicates the lines between agency 
and passivity. Focusing on the intricacies of each told experience in relation to the layers 
of contexts that surround them can then serve to contest tendencies to homogenise 
experiences within fixed category markers such as refugee-background students.  
The story I want to tell seeks to open-up conversations while answering questions: 
What is the relationship between the students’ educational experiences and the 
layers of contexts that surround them? 
                                            
17 While I acknowledge the problematics surrounding this concept, for the purpose of this study, I will use the 
terms educational or academic success to refer to students who attained their high school certificates (QCE -
Queensland Certificate of Education).  
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How do the students from refugee-background who contributed to this study make 
sense of refugeeism, their educational experiences, and academic success? 
(Meta-story) How does the work I am doing contribute to decoloniality of being and 
knowing in relation to research? 
What’s next? 
I do not seek for the answers to these questions to be definite.  I want them to create more 
questions so we can continue talking. I want to create a story about dialogue and 
connections. I am inspired by the words of Faith (2015, interview)18 who says that: 
Solutions always come from sitting together, finding the problem and when the problem 
is found then we just discuss it. Another solution is loving another person first because if 
you love another person you just know that well I love myself but at least I love 
someone else cause you won’t be at war with someone that you love. So it’s loving 
someone as you love yourself.  
In this story, I sit together with seven young people of refugee-background in Brisbane, 
Australia. We sit together and we engage in conversation. We share stories about 
migration and education, we discuss possible solutions to issues. In this story, I also sit 
together with you, even though in different physical/time spaces as I write and you read 
this text, we converse. Guided by love and dialogue, let’s begin by talking about how I plan 
to tell this story and what theories guide it. The next chapter is divided into 3 parts. In the 
first section, I talk about the thinking behind the doing of research as I discuss 
methodology/theories. In part 2, I describe the methods I employ in this research while in 
the final part I look back and reflect upon how the methodology I developed worked in 
practice.  
                                            
18 Research partner, pseudonym 
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Chapter 2:  Thinking about doing, doing it 
and thinking again… 
Part 1: The thinking guiding the doing 
Borderland Methodology 
There is a key word that emerges from the thinking processes that are shaping my ideas 
about the doing of this research:  T          E          N         S          I           O          N  
Stretching or straining  
            Pull      
                                                      Push 
Being stretched or strained 
Pressure 
T          E          N                                                                             S           I          O          N 
When thinking about the doing of research I need to acknowledge and work with the 
tensions that are the essence of what I am attempting to do. How do I focus on narratives 
of educational success in a research project that aims to disrupt dominant academic 
discourse about students of refugee-background? There are so many complexities 
involved in this task that it is impossible to create neat, black and white work here. I am 
aware that as I go deeper into reflections about research, theories and the topic I am 
working with, there are numerous and powerful ‘pull-push’ forces at play. Experimenting in 
blurring the boundaries of ‘academic’ knowledge creation is complex. I attempt to blur, 
while working within the institutional constraints of a PhD and the limitations of my highly 
‘colonised’ self. An attempt to resist a system of knowledge I consider oppressive, while 
knowing that at the same time I am obedient, domesticated and, have in many ways been 
privileged, yet oppressed, by coloniality. Obedient and domesticated as I see myself 
reproducing the social and intellectual roles that I am expected to perform… 
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The lovely daughter 
agreeable female 
carrying the smile 
and perfectly placed mascara 
reading the ‘right’ books 
the good student 
sitting up straight 
with my legs elegantly crossed… 
Yet, my eyes start to see past the walls built around the space I was told to occupy in the 
world. A necessity to disobey simmers. I start to understand that “the wall is made out of 
sediment: what has settled and accumulated over time” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 12). Instead of 
accepting the settled sediments as hindrances I decide to climb the wall. I choose to 
“transform the wall into a table”, rendering the obstructing object into a platform for action 
(Ahmed, 2012, p. 12). As possibilities arise, I feel split, stretched, strained…in…tension. I 
see contradictions and not straightforward answers. I realise as I climb the safe walls of 
my existence that the space outside is no ordinary place. The knowledge created there sits 
in an in-between space trying to make sense, create sense, and communicate in 
contradictory, complex, entangled ‘worlds of sense’ (Anzaldúa, 1987; Lugones, 2003). 
What I mean by creation of knowledge is imagining possible explanations to and for 
things; theorising by engaging with knowledges rather than locking the world(s) around me 
into pre-determined boxes; disobeyingf, interrogating and problematising normality, 
neutrality and taken-for-granted concepts of what good scholarship is. The writing 
performance of this thesis, its structure and its inclusions are essential elements in this 
exercise of knowledge creation. 
When I started this PhD, in a continuation of the research I undertook in my Master’s 
degree, I knew what I was going to talk about: the educational experiences of refugee-
background youth in Australia. I am still engaging with the same topic. But things are not 
the same, I am not the same person, I learned things that cannot be unlearned. I agree 
with Anzaldúa (1987, p. 48) when she says that “knowing is painful because after ‘it’ 
happens I can’t stay in the same place and be comfortable. I am no longer the same 
person I was before”. During the early stages of this project, through my readings and by 
being in contact with research all around me (as a graduate student), I learned aspects of 
social science research that made me uncomfortable: claiming to know the other as the 
object of the researcher’s gaze; homogenising groups of people with labels from master 
theories; speaking from a detached position as if the researcher is not deeply implicated in 
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the process (Grosfuguel, 2012; Mignolo, 2009; Tuhiwai Smith, 1999). All of these common 
characteristics of social science research troubled me. At that stage, however, I did not 
know how to voice my concerns, until one day I met her.  
It was a windy day. 2014. The trees outside my window moved frantically. The wind blew 
in all directions. The trees outside my window looked confused. I felt confused. Moving in 
all directions, not knowing where to go…It was early in my PhD. Every day was a stormy 
day. I felt uneasy and confused about the expectations of a PhD.  I also felt limited 
because I did not know how to express these emotions and thoughts. Trying to frame my 
questions about research into the theories I had been reading felt contrived. I, a mestiza, 
migrant, multilingual woman felt a sense of exclusion and alienation when reading the 
theorists I was asked to engage with.  
Then I met her, and after reading only a few words from her book Borderlands (1987), I 
realised she had profound things to tell me. She spoke to me with a fierce yet loving voice 
that went straight to my heart-mind-soul. She opened-up the possibility of theorising 
through beautiful poetic texts. Elegant and sophisticated theorising that spoke to me, that 
included me and the research partners as thinking subjects. I met Gloria Anzaldúa on that 
windy day and she gifted me with a language I want to speak. 
Gloria Anzaldúa: gifting me with language and theory 
Chicana, tejana19, working-class, dyke-feminist poet, writer-theorist  
 (Anzaldúa, 2009c, p.164) 
I believe a good place to start engaging with Anzaldúa’s work and how she contributes to 
this study, is with the labels she chooses for herself. The multiple words she selects to 
describe who she is in many ways represent her philosophy. She explains that  
my labelling of myself is so that the Chicana and lesbian and all the other 
persons in me don’t get erased, omitted or killed. Naming is how I make 
my presence known, how I assert who I am and what I want to be known 
as (2009, p. 164).  
This labelling is an expression of her refusal to be contained within any single group, belief 
system, or location even though she interacted with people and ideas from many 
oppositional worlds (Keating, 2009, p. 2).  
                                            
19 Chicana: women of Mexican heritage who lives in the US 
Tejana: A Mexican-American who lives in Southern Texas 
 43 
These oppositional worlds are very much a product of her realities growing up near the 
US/ Mexico border, as a peasant 6th generation Chicana and these realities are at the core 
of her theories (Cantú &Hurtado, 2012). Anzaldúa wrote about her own experiences and of 
her people, especially women, living in-between cultures and the multiple oppressions 
they faced not only due to race but gender, class, ethnicity and sexuality (Anzaldúa, 1987, 
1990a, 2009, 1990b). Through her writings Anzaldúa locates herself in multiple worlds, 
she moves between these worlds and positions herself on the thresholds, simultaneously 
inside and out, making points of connection between different perspectives. 
Her work is cited by scholars in a wide variety of fields such a cultural, ethnic, gender, 
decolonial and postcolonial studies as well as feminist and queer theories. But here, I’m 
particularly interested in her contribution to decolonial theories and her enactment of 
decoloniality of being/knowing through her feminist writing practices. Even though most of 
her writings are from before the term ‘coloniality’ was coined, she is often cited by 
decolonial writers as an example of the enactment of decolonilaity. This enactment was 
done through fresh and creative contributions that challenged ‘Western’ academic 
knowledge/language/notions of identity, while writing theory using narrative, poetry and 
symbolic myths.  While talking about the writing process of her seminal book Borderlands 
she explained: 
I wanted to do it my way, using my approach, my language. I didn’t want 
to do what Audre Lorde describes as using the master’s tools; I did not 
want to ape the master. I wanted to write in a mestiza style, in my own 
vernacular… We, writers of color, verified for the European theorist the 
fact that theirs was not an exclusive school of thought. After all, they were 
not only just talking about themselves, they were also talking about 
colored people. (Anzaldúa, 2009b, p. 189) 
Vital to the story I am telling is that Anzaldúa’s work has been central in opening-up 
spaces for the voices of ‘Others’ in academic discourse, and for pushing the boundaries of 
what theory is, who can produce it and what forms it may take. Her oeuvre paved the way 
to many feminist writers such as ire’ne lara silva, Nova Gutierrez, Ana Louise Keating, 
Sara Ahmed, Emma Pérez, who came after her, and today her intellectual legacy allows 
me to write the words you are reading on these pages.  For me, one of her most important 
intellectual contributions has been the theorising of women’s experiences and experiences 
of otherness from outside a ‘white/main-stream’ feminist perspective. Her writings, 
especially the early ones (see The Bridge Called my Back, 1981), were “a crucial reminder 
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that feminism was not and never had been a ‘white’-raced women’s movement with a 
single-issue, middle-class agenda” (Keating, 2009, p. 8). Anzaldúa built on the foundations 
that black feminists/women of colour established before her and is part of a line of 
feminists doing similar (different) boundary-breaking work. Some of the examples that 
come to mind are: Audre Lorde, Trinh Minh-ha, Cherríe Moraga, Hélène Cixous, bell 
hooks, and Maria Lugones, just to name a few.   
Shaping up methodology 
While getting to know Anzaldúa’s work and engaging with her concept of in-between 
spaces, I started to make a connection with my thinking about the tensions, pull-push 
forces, and contradictions of this study. It then came to me that Borderlands20 (Anzaldúa, 
1987) would be a suitable metaphor to describe the methodology that was shaping up in 
relation to my research.  Anzaldúa defined Borderlands as an ambiguous in-between 
space which is in a “constant state of transition…it’s not comfortable territory to live in” 
(1987, p. 3). When I envision what is taking place in this study, I see Borderlands as a 
metaphor and theory that assist me in making sense of the inconsistencies of my 
positioning and complexities of research.  
Borderlands helps me to see that I am simultaneously influenced by multiple and often 
contradictory forces from the various traditions and theories that surround my thinking and 
writing. By locating this study within a Borderland frame, I make space to work with the 
multiple perspectives that influence the way I do things and to grasp the ways in which my 
in-betweeness highlights the complexity of doing research in this space. Thus, for me and 
here, a Borderland Methodology means to use the pull-push forces of theoretical 
underpinnings, constraints of academic context, limitations of my ‘colonised’ self and then 
let these tensions speak in the doing and writings of this research.  
Borderlands is also a useful theoretical concept to frame the intricacies of being a refugee-
background student in a foreign setting and to make sense of how students negotiate 
multiple ways of knowing and being in their new environment. In her Borderlands work, 
Anzaldúa (1987, 1990a, 2009) explores in-between spaces where cultures meet; the 
                                            
20 As I engage with Anzaldúa ’s concepts I humbly ask permission to continue employing the term 
Borderlands. I acknowledge and respect her shift to Nepantla (Nahuatl word meaning liminal space, in-
between.  For Anzaldúa Nepantla is the point of contact and the space between worlds—between 
imagination and physical existence, between ordinary and non-ordinary (spirit) realities) (2015). I choose, 
however, to continue saying ‘Borderlands’ to refer to in-between spaces because of its stronger semantic 
impact for Australian audiences. 
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emotional consequences of unnatural boundaries; and the identity crisis/contradictions 
within the self that occur when people live in the margins. She also theorises how people 
negotiate multiple worlds every day and what kind of strategies they use to deal with the 
contradictions that are generated from these constant multiple encounters (1987). 
Anzaldúa eloquently spoke about displacement, pain, discomfort and the creative forces 
that these positioning(s) foster. When describing a person who is situated in the 
Borderlands, Anzaldúa explains that: 
She has a plural personality, she operates in a pluralistic mode – nothing 
is thrust out, the good the bad and the ugly, nothing rejected, nothing 
abandoned. Not only does she sustain contradictions, she turns 
ambivalence into something else. (2012, p. 101) 
As I shape this methodology framed with Anzaldúa’s theories it is important to note the 
question of context. Australia is clearly far from and different to the US/Mexico border 
context where she developed her theories. However, I see Borderlands as a valuable 
metaphor/theory that can work well in a variety of situations if one keeps in mind the 
complexities and particularities of each context.  
While pondering about what a Borderland Methodology means in this research, I realise 
that the idea of Borderlands also brings to the surface the strong grip that my academic 
training and coloniality have in conditioning how I am able to write, think, classify, and the 
types of logic I use. “Educational and lived experiences change the way we speak, hear, 
read and write” (Anzaldúa, 2009, p. 171). Accordingly, I have been conditioned to think 
and write academically in a certain way. I struggle to comprehend this conditioning and 
imagine myself telling Anzaldúa how academia has trained me: 
8 years of training taught me…when writing academically you must be 
impersonal and objective. Use the third person. The essay is not about 
you. You must develop an argument without a sense of self but based on 
evidence from the existing academic literature… Research is about 
rational thinking, evidence based, scientific knowledge, authority, 
neutrality and distance, need for validity!21 
And I hear her voice responding, talking about my experience: 
…she felt oppressed and violated by the rhetoric of dominant ideology, a 
rhetoric disguised as good ‘scholarship’ by teachers who are unaware of 
                                            
21 my words 
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its race, class and gender blank spots. It is a rhetoric that presents its 
conjunctures as universal truth while concealing its patriarchal privilege 
and posture. (Anzaldúa, 1990a, p. xxiii) 
In attempting to move away from this training and learn new possibilities for thinking and 
expression in academic work, nothing is neat or easy. This is an uncomfortable place to be 
in, a space of constant fear and self-doubt. It is a painful, highly reflective process in which 
one tries to let go of old habits, while recognising complicity with oppressive systems and 
practices. It is a place where motivations are interrogated and where deep digging into the 
closet of skeletons occur. Nevertheless, this is also a place of hope. Hope to contribute to 
micro-level changes around the worlds of sense I inhabit. Hope to contribute to a body of 
knowledge that disrupts the status-quo of what is deemed ‘valid’ thinking and theorising in 
academia. This place of hope makes me think of bell hook’s writings and her location of 
hope as a key motivator for her scholarship. “I hope to illuminate the space of the possible 
where we can work to sustain hope and create community” (hooks, 2003, p. xvi).  While 
thinking about the powerfulness of what hooks and Anzaldúa teach me, I whisper:  
 
I live in the research Borderlands 
mixed – one foot here, the other there 
constricted, contrived 
looking for fresh air 
with hope in my heart 
I try to write this bridge that connects us! 
While I write and seek connections, I notice that the way I now position my work within a 
Borderland Methodology represents a shift from how I had envisioned its theoretical 
framework initially. At the beginning of this project I saw methodology and theories as 
speaking to each other but as separate entities. Now I see methodology and theoretical 
framework as one and the same. They inform, frame and inspire my thinking and the way I 
do/write research. Also, initially I thought I could work solely from a decolonial framework, 
but I slowly realised that a single theoretical location was not possible for this project. As I 
delved deeper into the writing I understood that part of what a Borderland Methodology 
means is to work with multiple ideas and not to limit myself or being stuck within one single 
perspective. I then agree with Saavedra and Nymark (2008, p. 262) when they say that 
work influenced by Anzaldúa ’s theories means that one is “not bound to any particular 
way of thinking but instead welcome multiple perspectives and epistemologies, allowing for 
mutations and transgressions to occur”.  
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I choose to engage with authors that I believe speak to each other in various ways and to 
a certain extent contribute to decolonial discourses, even if they do not claim to do so. And 
throughout the writing process, I increasingly become influenced by radical feminist writers 
speaking from various locations, because in many ways they provide elements to my 
thinking and writing practices that I could not encounter by relying solely on decolonial 
theorists. Some of the key feminist scholars who with Gloria Anzaldúa contribute a great 
deal to this thesis are: Maria Lugones, Trinh Minh-ha, bell hooks, Sara Ahmed, Audre 
Lorde and Laurel Richardson. I engage with their theoretical contributions in detail, 
explaining what they mean in relation to this thesis work and the experiences of research 
partners, as they appear in each chapter. The important point to make from their 
contributions is that there’s nothing random about their inclusion. This theoretical selection 
is a well-considered response to my decolonial-feminist aspirations in relation to the 
stories within this thesis and the thesis itself.   
Bridging through conversations 
I know that from sharing stories people can find solutions for issues, 
probably now you understand part of where I’m coming from.  
 (Gabriela22, 2015). 
An important aspect of Anzaldúa’s theorising on the concept of Borderlands is her idea of 
bridge work. This is a metaphor to express the possibility that people who live in different 
locations have to reach and connect with each other. Bridging offers the possibility of 
connection and engagement, but is also a delicate move, full of dangers: 
To bridge means loosening our borders, not closing off to others. Bridging 
is the work of opening the gate to the stranger, within and without. To step 
across the threshold is to be stripped of the illusion of safety because it 
moves us into unfamiliar territory and does not grant safe passage. To 
bridge is to attempt community, and for that we must risk being open to 
personal, political, and spiritual intimacy, to risk being wounded. 
(Anzaldúa, 2002, p. 3) 
A key point I would like to take from the idea of bridging is that engaging in conversation is 
a way of doing bridge work, to connect with people/ideas that inhabit various locations. 
While people converse, they share language, trying to convey meaning. Gabriela, one of 
the research partners in this study, suggests that engaging in conversation presents us 
                                            
22 Research partner, pseudonym 
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with the possibility of convergence and getting closer to each other. To engage in 
conversation means to speak and to listen, it means to take part in a “horizontal dialogue” 
Grosfoguel, 2012). This is different to a monologue where only one person has the floor. A 
conversation means to take turns.  
One could, however, fairly argue that the people involved have goals and the intended 
meaning is not usually the message received. An array of aspects such as power 
differences, gender, class, age, ethnicity, the context, and place, will affect what takes 
place in a conversation or even the chance of dialogue (Grosfoguel, 2012). Yet, as 
Gabriela proposed, by being open to conversing, people at least have the possibility to 
connect with different ways of being and knowing. I then argue that one way in which 
bridge work can take place in a research project situated within a Borderland Methodology 
is by engaging in conversations. This idea of bridge work through conversation is similar to 
what bell hooks refers to as ‘border crossing’. She stresses that through 
dialogue/conversation we have the possibility to ignite change, connect and make 
community (hooks, 2003, p. 106). 
Conversations-as-method 
Inspired by the inclusive aspects of bridge work, I propose an experiment in 
communication, sharing of knowledge, engagement, and border-crossing which I call 
conversations-as-method.  What I mean is that throughout the study my method of 
engagement with you, the young people who are sharing their stories/knowledges with us, 
their stories, their reflections, the related literature and with myself, is through 
conversations. For me, conversations-as-method denote dialogical relations located within 
a research project, which in turn is situated within layers of multiple and complex contexts 
where the young people I worked with, the authors I engaged with, you, and I, are located. 
Conversations-as-method then take place: in the physical conversations in the inter-views 
between the research partners and me; in my interactions with the texts (transcripts) that 
originated from the inter-views; in my engagement with related literature and with my own 
experiences/knowledges; and in my interactions with you the reader. 
I will discuss further what conversations-as-method mean in the inter-view and analysis 
process in the second part of this chapter. For now, I would like to talk to you about what 
conversations-as-method represent for our writer-reader relationship. It is obvious that I 
cannot hear you speaking back as I type these words. So you might think that this is not a 
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conversation. However, I am engaging with you, I am speaking directly to you and I am 
expecting a reaction from you. When I talk to you I hope to be creating a conversation in 
your mind. As you engage with my provocations, questions, and analysis you will respond 
in some way. In this manner, you also contribute to the conversation. And at this point, the 
conversations and the complexities of the text take a life of their own.  
As I think of the writing process as a collaborative affair, the work of Jane Speedy (2013) 
on collaborative writing comes to mind. For Speedy, all writing is collaborative, “insofar as 
all writing is an embodied and imagined accumulation of selves and stories” (p.355). 
Speedy adds that writing seen as collaboration opens-up the space for “evocative 
invitations to readers and listeners to scramble into the imaginary spaces between the 
accumulation of lives they are presented with” and writing from this perspective is 
something that “touches and includes us all. It is the open imaginative spaces for the 
inscription of readers’ and listeners’ lives into this collaborative writing—the fact that 
nothing is closed or fixed—that makes its touch so compelling” (pp. 352-353). Following 
Speedy, I view the writing of this story-as-thesis-as-story as a collaboration, as an 
accumulation of multiple selves/stories that happen within/through multiple bodies and in 
this process, I invite you, the reader, to join in.  
Anzaldúa’s views on the writing process complement Speedy’s contribution to this 
conversation about conversations-as-method. A central feature of Anzaldúa theorising is 
the intimate interactive relationship between author-text-reader because for her “making 
meaning is a collaborative affair” (Anzaldúa, 2009, p. 168). She explains that:  
This interaction comes with the realization that writing is a collaborative, 
communal activity not done in a room of one’s own.  It is an act informed 
and supported by the books the author reads the people s/he interacts 
with, and the centuries of cultural history that seethe under the skin. 
(2009, p.169)  
With centuries of cultural histories seething and hidden under my skin, I employ 
conversations-as-method with a focus on the collaborative aspects of making meanings, 
making senses, theorising, as central to my methodology.  It’s also important to remember 
that ‘entangled’ is the adjective I use in front of conversations as the title of this thesis. 
Entangled conversations should serve as a reminder that the conversations here are 
messy, intertwined, complex, not easily pulled apart. And as I consider the centrality of 
conversations, connectivity and messiness, I linger for a moment in thoughts surrounding 
 50 
what it means to theorise. From this moment of introspection, important and difficult 
questions come to the surface.  
The theoriser/theorised divide and claiming to know 
My reflections on what it means to theorise brings me to an influential presentation I 
attended in 2015. During an educational conference in Fremantle, Jing Qi (2015), a 
Chinese academic who has recently completed her PhD in Australia, presented a paper 
that inspired me. She verbalised an idea that had been with me for some time. After 
watching her presentation, I realised that this idea is actually a core philosophical element 
of my methodology. She asked the question: Can I theorise too or am I only to be 
theorised about? In her speech, Qi questioned taken for granted theorising formats and 
who ‘can’ do the theorising.  
Often, the story goes like this: Theorising takes on this ‘sacred’ and abstract form where 
the thinking to be deemed rigorous and valid ought to be based on what someone who 
has been given ‘carte blanche’ to theorise about the life of others has said (Appadurai, 
2000). This small group of intellectuals, most of them dead white males from the 
metropolises of the Global North, who through an entanglement of power structures, 
reached the level of ‘canons’ in academia are deeply connected with what ‘valid’ theorising 
is and with who are qualified to do it (Grosfoguel, 2010).  In a similar vein, Mignolo (2009, 
p. 162) warned us that “in order to call into question the modern/colonial foundation of the 
control of knowledge, it is necessary to focus on the knower rather than on the known”.  
In her presentation, Qi challenged notions of objectifying the ‘Other’ as theorisable and not 
able to theorise for themselves. Similarly to the decolonial authors I cited above, she 
reminded me that theorising is part of everyday life, that people, regardless of where they 
come from, theorise every day to make sense of their own lives. After Qi’s speech these 
questions started shouting at me: Can I, a migrant woman who speaks English as a 
second language, theorise too in the Australian context? What about the people in this 
study, can they theorise too or are they only to be theorised about? In that moment, with 
that loud questioning voice inside my head, I realised that attending to these questions 
was central in shaping this study.  
The ideas around the need to challenge the hegemony of theorising spaces, formats and 
holders in academia raised by Qi reverberate in the works of feminists and decolonial 
thinkers among other progressive thinkers. Saavedra and Nymark (2008, p. 256) speak 
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about the importance of recognising that “theorising must come from everyday lives and 
bodies of people and not from abstract and detached perspectives”. They also point out 
that people who are positioned at the margins of academia or outside academia are not 
considered capable of “constructing knowledge” and have to back up everything they write 
with “valid” and “superior” knowledge (p. 259). This is similar to what Christian (1987, 
p. 335) talks about in her paper titled The Race for Theory:  
The race for theory, with its linguistic jargon, its emphasis on quoting its 
prophets, its tendency towards “Biblical” exegesis, its refusal even to 
mention specific works of creative writers, far less contemporary ones, its 
preoccupation with mechanical analysis of language, graphs, algebraic 
equations, its gross generalisations about culture, has silenced many of 
us….  
Anzaldúa (1990b) also spoke often about the importance of bringing down the walls that 
disassociate theory from the community, where the theorising is done by a restrictive 
group of people who hold the power to ‘valid’ knowledge.  
Theorising from the mundane 
Creatively 
WITH 
NOT ABOUT 
the young people who are contributing to this research 
Being and knowing in the web of connections 
Theorising WITH – along with, next to, amongst, together. With, connotes being in relation 
to someone and relationality guides the kind of ethics driving this study and the knowledge 
created here. Staying with Anzaldúa’s theoretical concepts, I employ the notion of “web of 
connections” (2015) to illustrate what I mean. She explains that: 
The universe is a web – tightly woven connections of all living things past, 
present, and future…we are responsible participants in the ecosystem 
(complete set of interrelationships between a network of living organisms 
and their physical habitats) in whose web we’re individual strands. 
(Anzaldúa, 2015, pp. 67, 71) 
However, we often forget our responsibility in the web of connections and “disregard the 
fact that we live in intricate relationship with others, that our very existence depends on our 
intimate interactions with all life forms” (Anzaldúa, 2015, p. 76). Here, I take seriously the 
role that this research has in the web of connections, how it may affect other living beings, 
especially the ones directly involved in the research process. I then make a commitment, 
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to carefully problematize what I am doing, what the research I am creating represents in 
the web of connections. In this way, I want this study to challenge the kind of ethics 
guiding coloniality which is “characterised by either silencing the subject of research or by 
rendering him/her/them as fully transparent or knowable” (Maldonato-Torres, 2011, p. 10). 
I thus seek to contest violent epistemic logics by working with people as partners in co-
constructing knowledge and not as ‘objects’ of inquiry.  
To do this I endeavour to go “beyond subject-object divide” and engage with people 
through conversations (Anzaldúa, 2002a, p. 541). A key aspect of what I then propose for 
this study is to work in relation to people, with a constant attention to self-reflection and 
through this process proceed towards a shift in the focus of who the knowers are in 
research. Knowledge creation is therefore also relational, a contextual and embodied 
process that absorbs and creates information to make sense of the worlds we inhabit 
(Anzaldúa, 2015).  
Given my focus, perhaps it would be fair for me to claim that we, the research partners and 
I, co-created knowledge while having conversations about their/our situations and the 
contexts that surround their/our realities. This is what I want to claim but as my reflections 
about knowledge creation deepen, I realise that things are more complicated than what 
they may have seemed. In no way do I want to erase the central role that collaboration 
plays here, but I need to be careful when talking about co-creation of knowledge with the 
research partners. I must recognise the unequal contributions to this co-creation. While the 
young people have contributed with their stories and reflections, I am still the researcher, 
the writer, with my own motivations and agendas (Pillow, 2003).  
With these complexities in mind, we now move to Part 2 of this chapter where I depart 
from the mainly theoretical discussions about methodology to the methods of research I 
have employed in this study. As we move, my commitment remains; to really listen to the 
voices in this project, to research partners’, to writers’, to my own. In order to do so I must 
"put [my] corazones y razones (feeling and intellect) in [my] manos23 and extend them to 
others in empathetic efforts to understand. Intimate listening is more productive than 
detached self-interest, winning arguments, or sticking to pet theories” (Anzaldúa, 2015, 
p. 77). 
                                            
23 Spanish for hands 
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Part 2: The doing 
How the research partners entered this study:  
I met with Danny, Naarin, Gabriela, Faith, Alejandra, Jestor and Mary for the first time at 
various public libraries and universities around Brisbane between July and November 
2015. In our first encounter, as we spent some time together getting to know each other, 
they told me why they wanted to share their stories. Each person had slightly different 
motivations for contacting me, expressing their interest to take part in the project. Yet, they 
all expressed a common point, which was a desire to say something that other people in 
the community could listen to (or read). 
The process leading up to our first meeting started with an information flyer I distributed 
through social media, school/university networks and community groups. After seeing the 
flyer, each potential research partner contacted me expressing their interest in 
participating. We then started talking via email and set up an initial meeting face to face at 
a place of their choice. At our initial meeting I introduced myself, shared my motivations for 
undertaking this project and explained the study in more detail. I went through the 
information sheet and all its content. We paid special attention to the sections related to 
the possible emotional memories that the research process could surface, about their right 
to withdraw from the project at any point, and how they could refrain from talking about 
topics they did not feel comfortable discussing. In those first meetings, I also shared what I 
had in mind in terms of methodology for the research. I explained that I wanted their 
stories and perspectives to contribute to the project as lived knowledge. I went on to say 
that we would work together, co-constructing knowledge through conversations. They 
nodded and seemed excited about my ideas. But to be fair, I do not actually know how 
much they cared or if they understood what ‘co-creating knowledge’ meant. I don’t even 
know if I know what it means. Maybe they just wanted to share their stories and I should 
not overthink it or over theorise it. After our initial meetings, the young people contacted 
me to let me know if they wanted to go ahead with the project. Only after this whole 
process did we organise a date and time for the first inter-view.  
Testimonio 
After considering multiple options, I decided that the Latin American narrative genre 
testimonio would work well in marrying conversations-as-method, the focus of this study 
and a Borderland Methodology. There is no exact translation in English, but testimonio is 
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commonly referred to as testimonial narrative. This genre was ﬁrst used as a form of 
engagement with the told experiences and struggles of oppressed peoples in Latin 
American in the second half of the 20th century (Beverley, 2012). Testimonio is a type of 
oral story, which connects experience to the contexts in which they take place (Pohlman, 
2011). The key difference between testimonio and other narrative methods is that “it 
involves the participant in a critical reﬂection of their personal experience within particular 
socio-political realities” (Bernal, Burciaga, & Carmona, 2012, p. 364). This genre is similar 
to critical race counter-stories in that it recognises the power in telling one’s story that is 
rooted in traditions of Indigenous storytelling (Beverley, 2004). The power of telling one’s 
story according to Indigenous traditions lies in “remembering and decolonizing knowledge 
[through] the telling of a story or the re-telling of forgotten or misremembered history, and 
the creation of subaltern historical narratives that open space for transformation” (Zepeda, 
2014, p. 137). 
In the application of testimonio here, the emphasis is on changing the focus from the 
known to the knower. In this manner, the use of stories/narratives disrupts conventional 
academic concepts of who has the authority to produce knowledge through research 
(Bernal et al., 2012). Similarly, Denzin and Lincoln (2008) explain that testimonio facilitates 
the epistemological affirmation of research ‘participants’ and it is therefore an important 
method within decolonial theories. Testimonio concentrates on the role of each ‘storyteller’ 
as an expert in the knowledge of their own lives – in the case of this study, young people 
of refugee-background, members of groups who have been historically marginalised, 
silenced and excluded from official knowledge making processes.  
Employing testimonio as a method was one of the ways I encountered to enact 
decoloniality in a research context. However, when I refer to decoloniality or a ‘de-linking’ 
exercise, using Mignolo’s terminology, I do not even know if it is possible to decolonise 
research at all. I have no idea of what a ‘decolonised’ research process would look like, 
sound like, smell like, feel like, because all the worlds of sense I inhabit and can work, 
think from, are heavily subjected to coloniality. All I can do is to question, challenge the 
status-quo of knowledge ‘production’, and that is what I mean by enacting decoloniality.   
Engaging with testimonio: Inter-views as conversations  
As mentioned before, I define conversations-as-method as dialogical relationships 
between stories, reflections, ideas, theories and me. In other words, conversations-as-
method is my process of engagement with the ‘materials’ that constitute this thesis. This is 
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the method I have chosen not only to engage with all the thesis’ elements, but it’s also the 
way I found to craft the analysis and presentation of what you are reading on these pages 
linked to my decolonial aspirations.  
To initially engage in conversations with the research partners’ stories, I mediated a series 
of three inter-views with each person. I choose to use the word inter-views instead of 
interviews because I want to focus on the meanings of the two roots of the word: inter = 
between and views =visions, so here inter-views reads as between visions (etymonline, 
2001). I believe the concept between visions goes well with the theorising on 
conversations/bridging.  
We are in a space where I look at you and you look at me,  
I talk to you and you talk to me. 
By adding the hyphen, there is an idea of creating a relationship. An attempt of minimising 
power imbalances as we aim to occupy a similar plan and to make possible what 
Grosfoguel (2012) calls a ‘horizontal dialogue’. With this reflection in mind I define inter-
view in this study as an interaction between beings with a determined purpose where we 
have a glimpse of each other’s world(s) through a brief visit to our world(s) through 
conversation.  In this process, research partners, through their analysis of their own 
situations and contexts that surround their stories contribute to conversations-as-method.  
I feel it’s important however, to clarify something about their contribution and how the word 
‘critical’ applies to their testimonios. I believe critical applies to research partners’ 
reflections in the sense that they were using the critical lenses available to them within an 
inter-view context. So clearly there’s a difference between their ‘critical’ and my ‘critical’ in 
the stories we tell here. This difference is non-hierarchical, but it does exist and I need to 
address it.  I cannot ignore the fact that I have been exposed to all the theories I am using 
in this writing for a while and the research partners’ critique was generated in the moment 
of the inter-view. Another point I want to raise is that revising the meaning of the word 
inter-view does not mean that there is not the need to problematise the practices of inter-
views in research. There are many issues that need to be considered here and I will deal 
with them later in the chapter as I reflect on what happened during the research process. 
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The inter-views24: 
During the inter-views the research partners looked back 
           
   
At their stories of migration and education and the various elements that surrounded 
those experiences. 
   
In the first inter-view we focused on life-histories. 
   
The second inter-view was centred on education experiences. 
   
And in the final inter-view we reflected on the experiences/stories we talked about in 
the previous two. 
   
Engaging in conversation during the inter-views allowed the research partners and I 
to work together in theorising about their lived experiences and come up with some 
possible explanations to their situations. 
Analysis and (Re)presentation 
Once I finished the inter-view process I started wondering how to (re)present the 
conversations and testimonios that originated from the inter-views on paper within a thesis 
context. I wondered what the analysis process would look like in conversations-as-method. 
As I worked hard seeking for answers to these questions, I fell into my ‘stuck place’ feeling 
heavy with the responsibility of being invited in to tell other people's stories (Lather, 1998).  
I was not certain or clear about how to (re)present the knowledge research partners 
shared with me on paper, how to analyse inter-views without appropriating and 
objectifying.  I then started asking myself different questions: “How can we re-present 
lives? How can we write lives so that our writing has mattered?” (Richardson, 1997, pp. 
79-80). Helpful answers were then suddenly whispered into my ear: 
[You] need to give up the notion that there is a ‘correct’ way to write theory 
(Anzaldúa, 1990b, p. xx). 
                                            
24 The research partners chose the location for the inter-views and I recorded the audio which I later 
transcribed. I then shared these transcripts with each person for comments and corrections. 
 57 
One way to begin to represent lives is to create new forms of telling, new 
rituals for sharing…There is no single way – much less “right” way – of 
staging a text…Like wet clay, it can be shaped and reshaped…writing is a 
process of discovery (Richardson, 1997, pp. 80-93). 
Thanks, I said. With wet clay in my hands, feeling slightly more confident but never 
comfortable, off I went, I typed away. The clay was still fresh, ready to be shaped, chipped 
away. Even when the form of the clay changes, it is still clay. Thinking about the flexibility 
of clay helped me shape some kind of analytical process.  
I read the stories. From the abundance of words, sentences that cannot fit in this limited 
medium called thesis, I selected (what I believe to be) their key ideas as writing. I 
reshaped their presentation for you the reader and here I offer meanings I make from 
these readings. Just like clay, ‘reading’ takes on expansive meanings.  Reading is not 
limited to the act of reading words on a page, but also means to interpret realities and 
processes that surround/foster the words that go onto pages (Anzaldúa, 2009, p. 169).  
As I read what research partners said, these readings interacted with related literature and 
with my own reflections about surfaced themes and the research process itself. This 
process to a certain extent was inspired by the work of Pérez Huber (2009) in her research 
using testimonio as a method to explore the experiences of Chicana college students in 
the US. My initial step in this process was to transcribe the first two inter-views for each 
person, to take notes and identify important themes and questions that I used as starting 
points for the final reflective inter-view. The second analytical stage was the collaborative 
process that took place in the third inter-view. In this inter-view the people who took part in 
the study reflected and theorised about their situations, while engaging in conversation 
with me. We used the questions and themes that emerged from the two previous inter-
views as a starting point for the reflections.  
During our conversations, research partners came up with possible explanations for their 
educational experiences, more specifically about internal and external factors that 
contributed to their academic success, as well as reflections on their ideas about what 
academic success meant. They shared views on reasons why so many other youth of 
refugee-background do not share similar educational experiences in Australia. They also 
connected their stories of migration and education to broader cultural and political contexts 
of Australia, their country of origin and the world in general. Pérez Huber (2009) explained 
that through such a reflective process the students in her study could connect their 
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experiences with those of others and reflected upon how “larger social and institutional 
structures have shaped those experiences” (p. 647).  
After the three inter-views, I transcribed the digital recording and sent the transcripts back 
to the research partners. Through this process, they had the opportunity to check, edit, 
and add whatever they deemed fit to their stories. This was also an important process for 
the collaborative aspect of this study. Through their revisions of the text (transcripts), 
research partners contributed to the conversations once again. When stories were 
finalised, I could then continue the analytical process and start thinking about how the 
chapters of this thesis would take shape.   
Another vital element of conversations-as-method includes the intimate conversations 
within the self that take place continuously throughout the writing process. This is where 
my testimonio plays a strong part and where my own story fuses with and influences the 
analysis not only of the stories but of the entire research process.  
Poetic (re)presentation 
In terms of presentation, conversations-as-method does not mean that I present the 
stories/reflections from inter-views as a dialogue. Conversations-as-method means 
processes – the interactive thinking procedures I created to get to the point where I could 
write something on the pages. I do not envision conversations-as-method having a specific 
format, so the writing takes on various forms depending on what I am trying to do in each 
chapter. Yet for the (re)presentation of the research partners’ stories/reflections that came 
from the inter-views, I decided to employ a method that poststructuralist feminist Laurel 
Richardson calls poetic representation (2001). For her, representing inter-view ‘data’ in the 
form of poems “offers opportunities for alternative expressions of people’s lives as well as 
opportunities for critical attention to knowledge claims about them” (Richardson, 2001, p. 
882).  
She argues that as researchers shape stories from inter-views into poems they do not hide 
their “handprint” from the writing as it is common practice in standard academic methods 
of reporting (2001, p. 877). When an inter-view story is presented as a poem there’s no 
way to conceal the researcher’s intimate involvement with the text and this is one of the 
features that attracted me to this kind of (re)presentation. Apart from that, I agree with 
Richardson (2001, p. 879) when she claims that using poetry as a reporting method is a 
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valuable discursive practice for “oppositional paradigms whose goals are to challenge the 
power relationships inscribed through traditional writing practices”. 
I believe poetic representation answers some of the problems I had in finding ways to 
depart from ‘regular’ reporting methods and create research texts that would not clash with 
the Borderland Methodology I had conceptualised. Poetic representation allows the 
dialogical relationship I had in mind by facilitating research texts that are “positioned as 
joint, prismatic, open, and partial” (Richardson, 2001, p. 878). Despite the strengths I 
found in this method, it took me a while to convince myself that this was the way I wanted 
to go. I was worried because I did not want to change the research partners’ stories by 
editing them.  I felt that the only way to do justice to the integrity of what they were trying to 
convey would be to include long chunks of each story in prose format.  
Once I started writing chapters I had to quickly reconsider my ideas. From the series of 
three in-depth inter-views with each person I ended up with over 100 pages of stories and 
reflections. Everything each of them shared with us contributes to the creation of this 
thesis and choosing what to include in the final text was extremely hard. And even if I 
could include everything each person had said what would that mean? Would it mean that 
I reported the ‘true’, the only ‘true story’?  
The more I engaged with Richardson’s work the more I realised that I was stuck in my old 
conditioning about ‘truth’. These rigid ideas were evidence of how perverse the coloniality 
of knowledge is. Thanks to Richardson I started to see that my taken for granted concepts 
around reporting research were in direct contradiction to the theories I was working with 
and the manners in which I wanted to embody research. Poetic representation allowed me 
the flexibility to open boundaries around my writing practices as well as to include a lot 
more material from the research partners’ stories than if I had chosen to proceed with 
prose (re)presentation. 
I want to note that even though Richardson says ‘representation’, I choose to say 
(re)presentation. I understand that Richardson disrupts taken for granted ways of thinking 
about ‘representation’ and softens its implications through her use of this concept. I would 
like however to go one step further and disrupt the flow of this word by adding a 
parenthesis between ‘re’ and ‘present’. The parenthesis forces the reader to stop every 
time you see this word because it’s not written in the expected way. My intention is for the 
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parenthesis to not only disrupt flow but to serve as a reminder. A reminder that 
(re)presentation is never simple, never free from problematics and ethical complexities.   
The poems that you will encounter in the coming chapters do not follow any specific poetic 
conventions, but were written using intuitive editing practices for flow, always focusing on 
maintaining the essence of each story and personal style of each person. The words in 
each poem are from research partners, but the order and grouping of lines and stanzas 
are part of my handprint. My objective is for each poem in the coming chapters to 
(re)present “a candid photo, an episode, or an epiphany” (Richardson, 2001, p. 880).  
I want to finish this section by reminding “the reader who is depressed or angered at the 
thought that idealism, security, safety, and disciplined honesty of social science may have 
been lost to an anything-goes chaos. [Please remember that] we always had an anything-
goes chaos, but it was dressed up to look like honest, realist science” (Rosenblatt, 2001, 
p. 908). And with ideas about chaos, let us proceed, to the final part of this chapter where I 
reflect on the complexities of doing this research. 
Part 3: Reflections on the complexities of the doing  
1/07/15 
Gabriela speaks English eloquently but she waited for my direction for topics and 
questions. It was clear that she was a bit nervous at the beginning of the inter-
view, so was I. I tried my best to make her feel comfortable but I realised pretty 
quickly that she was not very keen on going into details about her story before 
coming to Australia. Her eyes teared up when she shared a little about life in the 
camp and the fact that she had to flee her country when she was only 4 years old. 
It was imperative for me to be sensitive to that so I did not ask too much. It is her 
story and how much she shares it is up to her.  
I think both of us felt more relaxed as the inter-view progressed. We were 
together for about 90 minutes. I was exhausted by the end of it. I have to say that 
I left with a feeling of privilege to hear someone’s story, to engage in dialogue 
with a young woman who chose to speak to me. At the same time, I felt a sense 
of responsibility to this story, like a precious treasure that was trusted to my ears 
and digital recorder. How to make justice to what has been shared with me in an 
academic project without simply reproducing colonial academic dominance of 
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‘gathering and analysing data’ about ‘Others’? This question is still with me and I 
believe this will be central to the way I go ahead with this project.  
16/07/15 
What came out from this encounter with Jestor today is reinforcement that 
personality plays a major part in an inter-view setting. Faith was not shy at all so I 
did not have to intervene much in the course of the inter-view. He had a lot more 
opportunity to dictate the flow of the conversation. With Gabriela and Jestor I had 
to fill in the silences and throw something in to keep it going. I am not quite sure 
if this is positive or negative but it is something that I did not carefully think about 
before starting the inter-views. 
Of course it could be a question of trust. Jestor does not know me. He only met 
me once before and could feel intimidated by sharing his stories with a stranger. 
There is also the issue of gender. I think that next time I would rather work with 
females only. I think it might be a little confronting for young men to share stories 
with a woman they hardly know. That is another thing I did not consider before 
starting. Somehow I had this unrealistic vision that research partners would 
simply share their stories with minimum interference from me. Not true. That is 
where the question of power becomes evident. I dictated the terms of our 
conversation even though that is not what I wanted to do in the first place. I am 
not quite sure how this could be avoided. I think only with an entirely revised 
method. I think better established relationships would have helped. These are 
points to keep in mind for the future. 
17/07/15 
Being with Mary in a room confirmed some of my feelings about gender. I 
certainly feel much more at ease talking intimately with a female. It feels to me 
that there is more of a connection and a less tense energy. However, this could 
be just a feeling or maybe I am overthinking it. This is still a point worth reflecting 
on for the future. 
Also, the more I continue with the inter-views the more I have reservations about 
this method used alone, not as part of a more holistic project with research 
partners. I can attempt to create an environment that is comfortable and casual 
but it is still an unequal power relation in the sense of controlling the flow of the 
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conversation. I have been very conscious of this but still, even in the case of Mary 
who is not shy, she still waited for directions of where to next after each chunk of 
speech. I am still not quite sure how to solve this issue.  
I wrote these reflections after some of the initial inter-views with research partners. The 
passages provide examples of some of the key priorities that informed my methodological 
choices but most importantly they show the tensions between intentions and the actual 
doing of research. A quote by bell hooks (1989, p. 43) springs to mind: “When we write 
about a group to which we do not belong, we should think about the ethics of our action, 
considering whether or not our work will be used to reinforce or perpetuate domination”. 
This quote resonates with me deeply because it reminds me of my ethical commitments to 
the people who contributed to this study. This quote also makes me think of so many 
studies, that set out with the best intentions regarding social justice and the refugee cause, 
but end up simply reinforcing dominant deficit discourse and rendering the ‘participants’ or 
‘subjects’ of study fully transparent or knowable. I also ponder about the dangers of simply 
exoticising experiences and/or falling into the trap of ‘giving voice’ as a colonising research 
practice (Mutua & Swadener, 2004).  
Fear sets in as I consider the possibility of following in the steps of well-intentioned 
researchers, who despite their best efforts, support dominant “blue-prints of expectation, 
old structures of oppression” (Lorde, 1996, p. 170). I then remind myself that my research 
is not about giving voice, but about listening to voice. That gives me relief for a second, but 
then my mind brings me back to my reflections on the inter-viewing process. I feel uneasy 
again. I imagine myself as a fly on the wall, watching the inter-views and the moment I 
realise they were plain old interviews. I look at myself doing coloniality, interviewing, and 
think of the deep connections between this practice and colonial histories of oppression 
(Tuhiwai Smith, 1999). 
The way I designed the study prioritised dialogic dynamics, whereby the people involved 
are not seen as objects of inquiry but as speaking agentic subjects. I wanted the inter-view 
process to be as conversational as possible and for research partners to take charge of 
the directions of the conversation. I now see that I was naïve thinking that this would be 
possible in a research inter-view context. I did not properly consider the actual impact of 
power differences, personality traits and gender on inter-view dynamics (Cotterill, 1992). At 
the end of the day, even though I had this image of how an inter-view guided by decolonial 
principles would be, what I realise now as I look back at my reflections is that what in fact 
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took place were standard semi-structured research interviews. I then remember something 
my friend Carlos (2016, personal conversation) told me: “Just because we change the 
name of something it doesn’t mean the problem disappears”. 
I Interview 
I question you 
You answer me 
I gather knowledge about you 
to judge and draw conclusions 
to speak you 
in pre-determined categories 
Let me put you inside this square box! 
No. That is not what I want to do! But is it possible to escape this coloniality of being in 
research while using inter-views?  I am not quite convinced, but that is what I have to work 
with right now. I am aware that it is too late to change my method of engagement with the 
stories. However, there are two things that I can certainly do. One is to carefully consider 
what to do with the stories and reflections that came from the inter-views and how I will 
represent them in the research (see section analysis and presentation). The second is to 
problematise further what research inter-viewing means. Lyons and Chipperfield (2000, 
p. 15) provide a useful explanation:  
Rather than seeing the interview as a technique which, used correctly, 
produces a successful outcome (authentic experience), we prefer to see 
the interview as a process in which subjects (interviewer and interviewee) 
construct images of them/selves for viewing by a third party (audience)… 
it is more useful to see the interview moment as one mode of interaction 
amongst a repertoire of many. Its actual performance varies depending on 
the historical, cultural and political context.  
The point the authors make about inter-views touches upon a core idea of colonial 
research – the search for ‘truth’ or accounts of ‘authentic experience’ through inter-views. 
Within a Borderland Methodology, focusing on inter-views as means to represent ‘truth’ in 
research would be missing the point completely. As Nakata (2007, p. 210) suggests, “our 
experience sits within complex sets of relations and is therefore open to interpretation…no 
experience can be exactly the same as another because how we make sense of our 
experiences is constantly mediated by a whole array of factors”.  I would like to add that 
how we express our experiences is also mediated by an array of factors and that includes 
the context in which they are told and for what purpose.  
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The following question then springs to mind: How would the stories be told and the 
subjectivity that research partners chose to express in the inter-views be different if they 
were my friends; if I were also from a refugee-background; if we shared the same 
language? My answer is: they would probably be different. Are the ways they portrayed 
themselves to me less true than the way they would portray themselves in other contexts? 
I believe not. I would like to work with the premises of multiple subjectivities as proposed 
by Anzaldúa (1987, 1990b). People have multiple selves within the self and are not limited 
to a single identity. We use different facets of who we are depending on the context or 
situation at hand. In the case of this study, research partners within an inter-view context; 
sharing their stories with a stranger; knowing that other people would read their narratives; 
made a decision to portray themselves in a certain way.  
Thus, I think it is useful to see the inter-view as a negotiated interaction between actors 
(inter-viewee/inter-viewer), who are “co-producers of narratives…[and] if we acknowledge 
the essentially constructed nature of the interview moment, we recognise that both inter-
viewer and inter-viewee present varied and changing images of their “selves” throughout 
the period of contact (Lyons & Chipperfield, 2000, p. 18). Instead of focusing on ideas of 
‘truth’, which is not what I aim to do in this research at all, I want to stress that the stories 
and reflections shared during the inter-views were the manner in which the people who 
shared their stories decided to express their ways of knowing the world at a particular point 
in time, within a negotiated research context.  
Concluding Remarks 
The Borderland Methodology I have outlined in this chapter works within the complexities 
of the in-between spaces where this research takes place. My goal has been to design a 
study that can represent a move towards a more inclusive academia and research 
methodology that values multiple ways of being and knowing. Yet, ongoing complexities 
remain. For example, the issue of warrant is a recurring tension in my writing practices. As 
I add commentaries following each research partner’s story in the coming chapters, I find it 
extremely difficult to place myself without contradicting the ‘horizontal dialogue’ I want to 
create. I feel it’s impossible, despite the utmost care I took in writing my interpretations 
with respect, to not position the researcher (me) as an ‘intruder’ in relation to their stories.  
These are real tensions that I have not been able to solve in this space. I have attempted 
to ameliorate these issues with the methodological choices I have described so far. 
However, I am aware that there is no such a thing as a magic wand to erase limitations 
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and complications. Issues inherent in the very idea of researching the lives of others 
cannot simply be wiped away or glossed over. Bringing these issues to the surface, and 
carefully thinking about what they mean to the decoloniality of being and knowing, are 
pivotal in this study and its methodology. For instance, power inequalities remain between 
the research partners and me. At the end of the day, even though I aimed to work 
collaboratively, I am the one who has the final say on what section of their stories gets 
included in the thesis; I selected what questions were asked in the inter-views. As Cotterill 
(1992, p. 605) pointed out, “ultimately…it is the interviewer who is left with the power to 
‘write-up’ the interviewee’s life story”. I am left with the task of working with and writing up 
the entanglements of this research. Convolutions remain and will not go away. As long as 
there is someone who is a researcher and someone who is ‘researched’, power 
imbalances as well as ethical complications continue to exist.  
As we engage in conversation 
My story becomes yours 
And yours mine 
Different positions that merge 
Questioning 
Uncomfortable 
Searching… 
We think, theorise 
But we speak a strange language 
Dwelling in the Borderlands 
We want to strip away the imposed masks 
The accepted masks 
concerned with the way knowledge is invented… 
What’s next? 
After the two initial chapters which have set the scene to the thesis, we embark on 
Chapters 3 and 4 which function as the narrational building blocks to what comes next. 
Both chapters serve to present the various contexts/environments, past and present, that 
frame and are inseparable to educational experiences in Australia that will be explored in 
Chapters 5 and 6. In chapter 3, I discuss multiple meanings of travelling in relation to the 
beginning of the research partners’ stories where they talk about their journeys from their 
places of birth to Australia. In doing so I reflect about the meaning of travelling in relation 
to refugee experiences and dominant concepts of travelling as a commodified leisure 
activity. Also, central to the theorising I aim to develop in Chapter 3 is introducing the 
concept of world travel (Lugones, 2003). Here, the idea of travelling is not simply 
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connected to movements of bodies through space but as epistemic and ontological 
movements. World-travel will be a pivotal concept not only in chapter 3 but throughout the 
whole thesis. I will continue employing world-travel as a key theoretical concept throughout 
this story, since the travelling does not end as the young people arrive in Australia. In fact, 
the arrival is simply another turning point in their stories. 
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Chapter 3:  Travelling 
On the train between Quebec City and Montreal 
thinking about the meanings of travelling 
The train moves, it takes me from point A to B. I’m going to a conference in Montreal, to 
present a working-in-progress section of this very thesis. Movement of my body. Body that 
moves, progresses through time and space. I paid for the ticket, I bought the privilege of 
moving. My body is allowed on the train, allowed to cross the borders of the country where 
the train is located. My body, even though marked by gender, colour, class, shape…is a 
body that travels, within the neo-liberal, neo-colonial sense of travelling. The travelling I 
want to speak about in this chapter is not exactly the same thing I am doing on board of 
this train. It also involves movement of bodies nevertheless. But it’s a different type of 
movement. It also involves going to new places. Yet different logics apply to the bodies 
who travel in this chapter. 
The train keeps moving at full speed. I see tall, majestic trees through the window, the 
colours of northern autumn everywhere. I order a coffee. I think about the multiple 
meanings of travelling, while sipping the warm dark liquid that makes my mind move at the 
speed of the train. I think of the many meanings of everything around me. Paradoxical is a 
word that never leaves me alone. Thinking of forced movement, of restricted movement, 
while sipping coffee in the comfort of a moving train. Tension, pull push forces of 
positionality and privilege.  
My mind keeps moving fast. The smooth tracks guarantee swift movement for the 
privileged passengers within, but my thoughts are a lot more bumpy than the movements 
of the train. The travelling I’m going to talk about here is also bumpy, with many obstacles 
on the tracks along the way. 
Questions appear as I sip my coffee. What does it mean to travel? How do people travel? 
What kind of mobility/immobility is there through the imagined lines of colonial maps? Are 
some people bound to one location? 
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I think of the mobility I am granted. I have an Australian passport. I can go to most places, 
no questions asked. Sometimes immigration officers are puzzled by my name: Fabiane de 
Oliveira Wendhausen Ramos. Yet, not many questions asked. Movement allowed. Until 
2008 I had a Brazilian passport. Many questions asked. What’s your purpose here? How 
long are you going to stay? How much money do you have? Yet, I was still allowed to 
cross borders. I was in a position to buy a plane ticket and apply for a visa. Movement 
allowed. 
I think about my ‘freedom’ to travel versus forced movement, about the invented lines 
around nation-states and how they become guarded walls to some and welcoming gates 
to others. 
I think about moving for survival and the agency of the bodies who move in this way.  
Travelling as an action of hope, a willful act, an act of resistance (Ahmed, 2012; Lugones, 
2003). I think about the travelling of refugees, how it’s different to colonial exploration but 
intrinsically connected to colonisation. I think about colonisation and the creation of nation 
states as intimately linked to the very conditions that grant mobility to some while 
immobilising, excluding and disconnecting refugees (Salazar & Smart, 2011, p. iv). They 
are the unwanted of modernity, who are expected to remain immobile, in limbo, far away, 
outside (Hyndman & Giles, 2011). Yet, people have agency. They don’t want to simply sit 
and wait, they want to move, to make moves. 
I think about travelling not only as moving of bodies through space but as epistemic and 
ontological movements or world travel (Lugones, 2003). I think about dwelling in 
movement between worlds, in-the-cracks of realities (Anzladúa, 1987; Anzaldúa, 2015; 
Clifford, 1992; Minh-ha, 2011). And I think about the moment when the bodies at the 
centre of this study physically moved from their places of origin for the first time until they 
arrived in Australia. 
The train arrives in Montreal. I keep thinking about the multiple meanings of travelling and 
how they connect to the story/stories I am telling/(re)creating. Not only how they connect to 
the story/stories but how these readings become part of the landscape if we think about a 
painting, or perhaps a multitude of entangled lines if we think of tapestry, that form the 
contexts and backgrounds to the experiences of education at the core of this thesis.  
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What does it mean to travel? 
To travel: 
to make a journey 
14th century 
from travailen- travail 
to work, labour 
to go on a difficult journey 
("Etymology Dictionary Online," 2017) 
When I look at the origin of the English verb to travel I can see that its meaning is 
connected to movement, bodies that move. Yet, its etymological roots are not related to 
the idea of leisure but to difficult, arduous movements. In contemporary times, discourses 
employing the verb to travel are dominated by a shift from connotations of difficult journeys 
or displacements, towards the sphere of tourism or middle-class movements by choice, 
focusing on meanings related to “commercial and leisure movement” (Kaplan, 1996, p. 3). 
Questions surrounding why this specific meaning of travelling became dominant in 
modernist/postmodernist discourses are posed by Lugones (2003). She argues that 
discourses about travelling centered on the idea of middle-class leisurely journeys “hide 
their ties with domination” (p. 20). Lugones stresses the importance of unveiling “the 
existence of other displacements and the connection between those displacements and 
colonialism and global imperialism” (p. 20).  
I read Lugones’ words and I immediately think of Minh-ha’s writings about travelling and 
my own travel experiences that I have just shared. According to Minh-ha (2011), it is 
impossible to read current ‘travel’ discourses without linking them to European colonial 
enterprises and current neo-colonial exploration. She explains that “for cultures whose 
expansion and dominance were intimately dependent upon the colonial enterprise, 
travelling, as part of a system of foreign investment by metropolitan powers, has largely 
been a form of culture collecting aimed at world hegemony” (Minh-ha, 2011, p. 40).  
And as I think about the connections between dominant contemporary concepts of travel 
and colonialism, I remember the voices of other authors who wrote about travelling. For 
example, Wolff (1993) speaks of the multiple dimensions within the idea of travelling. 
While she focuses on travelling as a gendered concept (dominated by men), Wolff argues 
that “disparities of wealth and cultural capital, and class difference generally, have always 
ensured real disparities in access and modes of travel” (p. 24). She also says that “the 
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ways people travel are very diverse, ranging from tourism, exploring and other voluntary 
activity to forced mobility immigrant workers and ‘guest workers’ in many countries, and to 
the extremes of political and economic exile” (p. 224). 
Another voice that contributes to the discussion about travel taking place inside my head is 
Kaplan (1996, p. 5). She points out that even though tourism is a huge and growing 
industry worldwide, the large majority of people who ‘travel’, in the sense of moving from 
one place to another, are forced to do so to “survive life-threatening events”. In her critique 
of modernist/postmodernist discourses around concepts of travel, she sees a clear 
distinction between the way the word ‘travel’ is employed to the way ‘displacement’ is 
used. While travel came to signify commercial and leisure movement of bodies, 
displacement has been a much more common choice when referring to forced and mass 
migrations (p. 3).  
So how am I employing the words to travel, travelling, travels here?  
My focus is clearly on forced movement as I am engaging with the migration stories from a 
group of young people who had to flee their places of origins. So perhaps I should use the 
word displacements to describe their experiences and not travel. I will certainly use the 
word displacement to describe some characteristics of their travels. However, I choose to 
use travel here as the umbrella word to signify movements of bodies, bodies that go on a 
journey. As I make this choice, I do not trivialise refugee experiences as leisurely journeys. 
I return to the etymology of the verb to travel, from travail, to work, to go on a difficult 
journey. My goal is not to dismiss the middle-class, neo-liberal, colonial sense of leisure 
movement as travel. This is definitely a form of travel, but not the only one and certainly 
different to the experiences I am engaging with in this thesis.  
I could use the word displacement instead of travel. But I will not. The point I want to make 
is that I do not want to read these two concepts as if they were in binary opposition. I could 
simply accept that people who go on holidays travel and people who have to flee their 
countries are displaced. Yet, this is not the way I wish to proceed. I see both groups as 
travelling, yet the meanings and modes of travel are vastly different in each instance. 
I want to pause for a second and look into the words displacement and to be displaced. 
The first is a noun, the second a passive verb. Displacement and to be displaced have a 
connotation of passivity. Something happens to someone without one’s control or consent. 
So it makes so much sense to talk of forced migration as displacement. Yes and no. It’s 
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evident that forced migration entails a sequence of distressing events that are often 
completely out of a person’s control. It’s also true that the large majority of people who flee 
their homes might never have the opportunity to permanently migrate to a host country as 
refugees and end up remaining in some kind of eternal limbo (Refugee Council of 
Australia, 2016). However, I also see refugeeism as resistance, where subjects act against 
unfavorable situations.  
As I went deeper into the stories the research partners shared with me, I became 
convinced that their journeys from their homelands, as well as their current realities, 
involve intricate and persistent willful acts by their families and themselves (Ahmed, 2014). 
They were forced to move but they also made moves. Even though they had to endure an 
entanglement of oppressions and immobility throughout their journeys, I see them as 
subjects and not as simply passive objects of their realities. That’s why using a word that 
connotes passivity is not what I choose to do here. Yes, they were, they are displaced, out 
of place, in a different place. Yet, their journeys are much more complex than any single 
word can describe. 
So I choose to say to travel, as an active verb. I understand the binary imposed in 
dominant discourses between forced movement versus voluntary movement. Yet, I see 
refugeeism as not simply one or the other but a combination of both.  I read refugeeism as 
ambiguous experiences, drenched in complexities where the boundaries between agency 
and non-agency are blurred. These are experiences that push the walls of fixed 
categories, defying strict boxes of definitions. And here, borrowing Clifford’s words, I wish 
to disrupt the perspective that “certain classes of people are cosmopolitan (travellers) 
while the rest are local (natives)” (Clifford, 1992, p. 108). 
And as I mentioned at the start of this chapter, when I speak about travelling in the context 
of this thesis, I am not only referring to the physical movement of bodies through space. I 
also want to focus on the ontological and epistemic movements that occur when people 
shift realities and the transformations within the self that these shifts entail. For example, 
for Said (1993, 2000) the dislocation that people endure when they undergo exile is painful 
yet paradoxical because from the chaos of being uprooted from one’s homeland 
something new and exciting might surface. He sees intensive learning and shifts within the 
self as central to experiences of exile.  Here, in my quest to focus on movements within 
ways of being and knowing, I now turn to Lugones’ world-travel as a theoretical concept 
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that will aid my reading of research partners’ travels as more than bodies that move 
through space.  
World-travel 
In unpacking Lugones’ theory (2003), I cannot and do not aim to give fixed definitions to 
the concepts world and world-travel. Closed definitions would go against the very fluidity of 
the logics and categorisations that are central aspects of Lugones’ decolonial work. What I 
wish to do here is to share some of my understandings. As I share my partial readings, I 
travel. I journey into her philosophical world, as I attempt to make sense of her words. And 
I bring her world into mine as I try to apply her ideas into this work.  
What’s a world?25 
We live in multiple realities instead of one reality, different realities of possibilities, different 
understandings of the real. “One inhabits the realities as spatially, historically, and thus 
materially different: different in possibilities, in the connections among people, and in the 
relation to power” (Lugones, 2003, p. 17). Each different reality one inhabits is a world. 
Family, school community, hometown, nation state can be a world. A world is not a utopia 
but an existing reality. It may be tiny and contain only a few people. Dead people can also 
be part of a world. For instance, my dead grandma is part of my family world.  A world may 
be huge. Australian mainstream society is a huge world I am part of. People can inhabit 
many worlds simultaneously and depending on someone’s location and relation to power 
they will experience worlds differently. For example, when people belong to dominant 
groups within a given society they might not even notice shifts or they might believe to be 
part of only one world. On the other hand, people who are part of systematically 
oppressed groups, are usually very much aware of the shifts they must endure every day 
in order to survive, as they are forced to be part of worlds where they are treated as one-
dimensional, fragmented beings. 
In the various worlds people inhabit, even if they are not aware of this multiplicity, they can 
animate different aspects of their multiple selves, depending on the situation. For instance, 
in my family world I am a complex being, a playful, youthful person who brings joy to my 
home and who is admired by my family members as someone adventurous, independent 
and fun. I feel comfortable, confident and loved. I feel love and I smile with my full being. In 
                                            
25 This whole section is based on Lugones, 2003 and Lugones, 2016. 
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the Australian mainstream society world, I am the cute Brazilian with an accent, I am the 
person who has to constantly explain that ‘here is my home now’, ‘I migrated here and I 
am not an exchange student’, ‘no I don’t know how to dance salsa (by the way, in Brazil 
people don’t dance salsa)’, ‘yes, I am an English teacher’. I am this defensive person who 
feels the need to constantly explain and prove myself.  
World-travel and refugee experiences 
Key to my reading of Lugones’ world-travel theory is the premise that we dwell in multiple 
locations which are part of heterogeneous realities instead of one reality (Lugones, 2016). 
Another central point is that when Lugones speaks of world-travel she makes a clear 
distinction between what she is proposing and concepts of tourism and colonial 
exploration. She argues that: 
Tourists and colonial explorers, missionaries, settlers, and conquerors do 
not travel in the sense that I have in mind. That is, there is no epistemic 
shift to other worlds of sense, precisely because they perceive/imagine 
only the “exotic”, the “Other”, the “primitive”, the “savage”, and there is no 
world of sense of the exotic, the Other, the savage and the “one in need of 
salvation” separate from the logic of domination. (2003, p. 18) 
World-travel for Lugones is deeply related to epistemic shifts and moving through/between 
worlds of sense (2003). By travelling to new worlds people go through transformations and 
processes of intense learning. On the other hand, she sees tourism and colonial 
exploration as profoundly drenched in “epistemic imperialism and aggressive ignorance” 
(p. 18). And part of her project is to generate shifts in the prevailing logics of ‘travel’ as to 
work “against its ties with domination” (2003, p. 18). By doing so she strives to challenge 
and recreate logics, transforming taken for granted meanings into something new.  
Yet, when I think about the binary that Lugones sets up between tourist/colonial 
exploration and her concept of world-travel I can’t help but to feel slightly uneasy. I agree 
with Lugones on how epistemic imperialism and ignorance are intrinsically connected to 
tourism and colonial exploration. And if I think about my own travel experiences and 
history of migration I could easily fall into the category of tourist and colonial migrant she 
talks about. However, I feel she sets a rigid binary where she could have perhaps offered 
a more nuanced reading of what it means to world-travel.  What I mean is that, taking my 
experiences as an example, even though I travel as a tourist and I am in many ways 
complicit with the injustices of living as a colonial settler in Australia, I believe that through 
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my travels I have undergone deep shifts and transformations. I feel that I world-travel 
every day in her definition of the term.   
Despite my critique of some aspects of her propositions, I am inspired by Lugones’ logics 
of world-travel when I write refugees as travellers, as people who travel to new worlds. As 
refugees flee, as they embark on various journeys from their homeland to their new host 
countries, they travel to many new worlds of sense… 
...refugee communities – refugee camps – transit communities – ethnic 
communities – multi-ethnic communities – church communities – transit countries – 
transit schools – re-structured families – new social-class – re-positioned gendered 
relations – new friends… 
In some of these worlds refugees may animate traumatised, helpless victims of 
unspeakable circumstances, where they are seen as subordinate beings, “pliable, file-
awayable, classifiable” (Lugones, 2003, p. 18). Whereas in other worlds they may animate 
agentic fighters for their survival and of their families. In the intimacy of these particular 
worlds they are “lively beings, resisters, constructors of visions” (Lugones, 2003, p. 18). 
And as they go in search of a new ‘home’, refugees are forced to move in and out of these 
contradictory and often blurred worlds. As their travel takes place, senses of self, location, 
and realities are fluidly defined. In this plasticity of senses, complex, creative beings act 
and resist unfavourable circumstances in the mundane of everyday lives. 
Travellers’ tales 
Every voyage is the unfolding of a poetic. The departure, the crossover, 
the fall, the wandering, the discovery, the return, the transformation  
 (Minh-ha, 2011, p. 40). 
Stories begin a lot earlier than the forced departures from homelands narrated in this 
chapter. Yet, these moments of exodus mark the point of departure I aim to focus on here. 
Just like the introduction of a traveller’s tale, the research partners speak about the 
beginnings and circumstances surrounding their voyages from their places of birth to 
Australia. In a sense, this is an introductory chapter, not just an introduction to the stories, 
but also to some of the key theoretical concepts that will continue to ‘travel’ throughout this 
thesis. 
As you start reading this section you might be finding it strange that I’m calling the stories 
here traveller’s tales. You might be thinking about the strong connections between 
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traveller’s tales and coloniality. And you might be asking yourself: why is she calling the 
stories traveller’s tales and not simply stories?  
This is why: just as dominant connotations around the word travel usually relate to tourism 
and commodified voyages (Gilbert, 2007), meanings around traveller’s tales belong to the 
same logic that can be traced to European colonial expansion (Said, 2003). The stories 
narrated in these tales about foreign, faraway lands and peoples have historically 
contributed to the creation of knowledge or ‘mis-knowledge’ about Indigenous cultures 
around the globe (Nakata, 2007). This form of writing as a source of knowledge production 
became instrumental in the creation of colonial mind frames of European superiority that 
justified racial, sexual, political, military, scientific, and economic dominations (Pratt, 2008). 
In this sense, traveller’s tales are a powerful tool “in the hands of the imperial author, it 
shapes the accepted history of the colony, the accepted identity of the colonized peoples” 
(Roberson, 2007, p. xx).  
I wonder what these tales will do in my hands as I type these words. I feel the ethical 
responsibility I carry as I share these tales that claim to disrupt colonial logics. Am I 
disrupting or reinscribing domination through research? My aim is for the first option. Yet, I 
cannot discredit that I am still doing all of this within the walls of colonial academia. Food 
for thought here as we continue…  
With the word colonial in my mind – what a heavy word, that is always nearby – I think 
about what Clifford (1992) says about colonial travel writings. He sees this kind of writing 
as powerful tools in knowledge production and formation of mind frames that focus on one 
kind of travel experience as the only one worth narrating. In the passage below, he 
stresses how pervasive these writings have been in the formation of his own view of what 
it means to travel. He also emphasises the need to challenge this dominance: 
…I struggle, never quite successfully, to free the related term ‘travel’ from 
a history of European, literary, male, bourgeois, scientific, heroic, 
recreational, meanings and practices…Victorian bourgeois travelers, men 
and women, were usually accompanied by servants, many of whom were 
people of colour. These individuals have never achieved the status of 
‘travelers’. Their experiences, the cross-cultural links they made, their 
different access to the society visited, such encounters seldom find 
serious representation in the literature of travel. Racism certainly has a 
great deal to do with this. For in the dominant discourses of travel, a non-
white person cannot figure as a heroic explorer, aesthetic interpreter, or 
scientific authority.  (Clifford, 1992, p. 106) 
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I agree with Clifford that European bourgeois travels are not the only type of travels worth 
narrating. Here, the research partners and their families are the heroes, the central 
characters of their own telling. However, when I choose to use the term traveller’s tales to 
name the stories in this chapter, I do not ignore the complicity and centrality of travel 
writing in coloniality. What I aim to do is to once again play with meaning making as a 
continuation to what I have started doing with connotations around what it means to travel. 
As I argued before, there are many modes of travel, many ways in which people travel. If I 
am proposing that refugeeism is a mode of travel, if I am calling the shifts between worlds 
of sense world-travel, then I believe it makes sense to call the stories about these travels, 
traveller’s tales. Just as there are multiple kinds of travel, so there can be many kinds of 
traveller’s tales.  
I should nevertheless point out that when I talk about tales I see them as a synonym to 
stories or narratives. I am aware that tales also might be related to lies, to tell a tale, to lie, 
but this is not the connotation I’m using here. In saying this, it’s interesting that the same 
word, tale, means story but also a false story, falsehood, lie. That variation in meaning 
might tell us a lot about the blurred lines between fact and fiction. You may ponder about 
this point for a little longer if you wish. You can pause to think if you like. As for me I must 
keep moving, I must keep writing away.  
In my use of the term traveller’s tales I draw inspiration from Minh-ha (2011) who affirms: 
Travellers’ tales do not only bring the over-there home, and the over-here 
abroad. They do not only bring the far away within reach, but also 
contribute, as discussed, to challenging the home and abroad/dwelling 
and traveling dichotomy within specific actualities. (2011, p. 40) 
In her interpretation of traveller’s tales, Minh-ha does not ignore the colonial connotations 
of the term, but she focuses on its potential in challenging dichotomies when discussing 
such complex experiences as the travel refugees embark on. For this boundary breaking 
potential to be realised, there is the need to push taken for granted, fixed, rigid 
categorisations, and that includes the very use and meaning of traveller’s tales. I see 
Minh-ha’s readings as similar to Lugones’ in the sense that both of them advocate for the 
blurring of fixed, ‘black and white’ definitions, binaries, dichotomies and the creation of 
new meanings, new connotations of what it means to travel. I read their work as quite 
similar in the way they theorise travelling even though Minh-ha speaks much more 
specifically about refugee experiences. And together, I see their work as contributing to 
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the decoloniality of knowledge, as they aim to produce new logics that defy assumptions in 
dominant discourses about ‘marginalised’ groups. 
Before proceeding to the stories, I’d like to say that in this chapter, I see each of the 
research partners’ tales as connecting to an overarching meta-tale, or the story I am telling 
about what it means to travel and about their stories. My interpretations are all part of the 
meta-tale, the traveller’s tale that is this chapter. And within this meta-story, as the 
research partners told their stories, some went into a lot of detail and explained why they 
had to leave their homelands, while others were not keen to go into specifics about their 
lives before Australia. Regardless of how in depth or superficial the stories they shared 
were, they all spoke about movements and transformations. In the reading I am 
developing, I connect these movements and transformations to Lugones’ concept of world-
travel that I have unpacked above. And this connection is not limited to this chapter; I will 
continue employing world-travel as a key theoretical concept throughout this thesis, since 
the travelling does not end as the young people arrive in Australia. In fact, the arrival is 
simply another turning point in their stories.  
As you read the tales unfolding, as you engage with the initial extracts from the research 
partners’ stories, I ask you to notice how all accounts have differences and commonalities. 
These variations and similarities are not only in the content but also on ways of telling. I 
want you to ponder about the impossibility of homogenising the refugee experience or for 
a matter of fact, any experience or ways of sharing experiences.  
Alejandra26 
There was a civil war in El Salvador in the 80s 
My parents were involved in the guerrilla  
[but] after the war finished my dad left 
It was very corrupt 
He was very loud about it and people were suspicious 
 
Around the time I was born they had a list of the people who they felt were too 
dangerous 
They were going to kill them off, my dad was on that list 
 
So we spent about a year trying to work out… 
                                            
26 Each of the stories in this section was put together from the research partners’ exact words from the 
approved interview transcripts. I have then edited the stories into ‘poetic representation’ formats. See 
Chapter 2 for more on poetic representation. 
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We went to Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica trying to see if my dad could find a job, 
if he could start over there 
They applied to go to the US but visas were denied 
[It] got to the point where they decided to try and cross illegally into the US 
It was much too dangerous to stay 
 
At that time 
my uncle here in Australia 
he organised the humanitarian visa for my parents 
In El Salvador they did the interview in the Australian embassy 
My dad was able to prove that he was politically persecuted 
My uncle somehow got like Amnesty International involved 
He had lawyers here helping him 
 
That’s how in 1997 
by the time I was 2 
That’s how we ended up coming here as refugees. 
When I read Alejandra’s story I think of birth, of new life intertwined with the horror of wars. 
Alejandra, now a young woman, shares with me the told memories of her family. Her first 
lived experiences took place while travelling through many places until reaching the 
geographical location where she now dwells. Alejandra talks about a sequence of actions 
by her parents that culminated with their travels, their displacement, their journey to 
Australia. Through her story I see birth as parallel to movement, frantic movements for 
survival.  
Her parents fought against a system they considered oppressive. They fought for political 
liberation just to realise the movement they were part of was as rotten as the system they 
wanted to destroy. They acted again, they left, they raised their voices to corruption. The 
consequences were great, death was probable.  
Action was immanent again. Alejandra tells the details about how her family fled for 
survival. They searched for solutions, trying desperately to start again. The moment of 
departure, crossing borders to neighbouring countries. I believe that was the beginning of 
their physical travels but also the start of travelling into many new worlds of sense.  
I imagine as I read her story once again, the pain her family must have felt as they crossed 
to neighbouring countries just to be stuck once again, immobile. It was much too 
dangerous for them to stay in such proximity to their war. But they would not simply sit and 
wait for their fate. They would act and do whatever necessary to begin again. 
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A solution would be to move north. Yet, they were truly stuck, not allowed to go, not 
welcome to stay, immobility politics playing its part.  The erected borders of the North, the 
United States wide shut, refused entry, mobility was not allowed for this family. 
When all seemed doomed, coalitions and connections provided a turning point in 
Alejandra’s story. Family connections with a cousin in a faraway land were reignited. I 
remember her smile as she told me that they finally had a case with the government.  The 
suffering, the persecution of her family was deemed valid. Refugee status granted. Mobility 
was allowed. The bodies were allowed to move again. With a visa and passport in hand, 
they continued their journey.  
Danny 
Before coming here I was in Tanzania for nearly 11 years 
I was born in Burundi 
I went to Tanzania when I was only a few months old or maybe like 1 year 
I don’t remember Burundi 
 
The language that I speak is Kirundi 
I learned a bit of French too 
I went to school in the camp 
They used Burundian curriculum 
I learned a little bit of Swahili in the camp too, just like basic 
I learned to read and write in Kirundi 
 
Some of the good things I remember from Tanzania 
I had a lot of friends and we would go swimming 
And school, sometimes school was good 
 
We went swimming in the rivers in the jungle  
cause we lived near the jungle 
We lived in a small camp, 
there were houses and outside there was bush and there was a small river. 
 
If we ran out of water we could go to the river 
We had pumps but sometimes we would run out so we would go to the river 
We couldn’t go anytime but on weekend or school holidays 
I remember clearly the day I met with Danny at a quiet corner of his local library. The 
peacefulness of that space matched how Danny expressed himself. He spoke quietly and 
slowly as he told me about leaving his homeland as a baby. No memories of his place of 
birth.  
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As he proceeded he did not focus on the reasons why fleeing the land was necessary. He 
did not focus on how he made it to Australia. At the core of Danny’s telling was the 
dwelling in a place between Burundi and Australia, his temporary home in Tanzania. 
His face lit up when he talked about his first memories, in the camp. The temporary place 
became a long-term place. Over half of his young life was spent there. Danny spoke of 
hardships in the camp. Yet, fond childhood memories were also part of his told 
experiences.  
In this long-term temporary world, the refugee-camp world, of his formative years, Danny 
talked about the river, nature, swimming, schooling. He spoke of his multilingual 
upbringing. The languages add layers to the multiplicity of his being. He spoke of the 
fluidity of the river as a source of water and leisure. When I ponder about what he told me, 
I see the movements of his body as restricted if compared to the river, bound to the camp, 
sometimes allowed to go to the jungle, a body tied to this long-term temporary place.  
Faith 
My father was a farmer 
In some cases he could be doing some business 
selling the products from the farm 
We also owned a little pond where we had fish. 
 
In those days they didn’t really have that opportunity to go to school 
but my father and my mother went to primary school 
Secondary schools were only for rich people 
It was from that point of view that my dad had the idea 
He said “well as I can no longer do this I want my kids to do it” 
That was something that I really appreciated  
I’m still appreciating. 
 
They were just like role models to me 
I always mention them as really a big contribution 
the most important source… 
 
Moving from my country due to war and other problems, I went to the camp 
In that camp I had this really importance of applying their ideas 
that good memory of living well in the land 
 
I met my sister in the camp 
she left before us… 
We had a war in 1998 
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and we stayed with our parents because we were still young 
 
In 2007 when it was terrible again 
I had to leave and that’s when I met my sister, we reunited 
My parents were left in my country 
 
If you were at that age, as long as you could walk, they would force you into going into 
military 
My father just said no, I can’t really let you become a soldier at this age 
So I think that you just have to leave the land 
 
But unfortunately, when I left my country my mum didn’t even know 
I just left with a group of youth who didn’t really want to fight 
We decided that we should go to a camp 
We couldn’t just live in the land because of the war and other things  
so we fled. 
 
If I stayed they would have recruited me or it could be other things, even death. 
It was a hard decision because even some parents were going  
“oh well, I think our kids should do military, they should fight for our land”  
so that was something to be proud. 
 
But my father said “no, I cannot really be part of this,  
he can still fight for the land as long as he is educated but not with guns”. 
 
In the camp I can still really remember the things our parents used to teach us 
we still had our parents because  
we remind one another about the good things we heard from our parents 
even if it was just a memory 
 
We couldn’t really have access to communication with our parents 
I spent my whole life in the camp without talking to my mum and my dad 
until we left the camp to come to this place. 
 
It was fortunate when the UNHCR selected our family to be taken to Australia. 
So that was another turning point… 
 
Faith speaks of tragic circumstances, his father being pushed to act, to resist the demands 
of war. It was extremely hard for me to listen to his pained voiced talking about his father’s 
unthinkable choice to send him away for a chance of survival. It’s hard once again to read 
his words and type these words about his story. 
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I picture his dad’s face and voice…No, his son would not become a boy soldier. His son 
would not fight with guns but with knowledge. Resistance, agonising act of love. He sent 
Faith away, and off he went on an arduous journey. 
Faith tells me about ways of being and knowing from his parents, from his upbringing, 
before he had to flee his homeland, as essential roots that gave him stability through his 
travels. He stresses that the examples, the wisdom, the knowledge he learned, he took 
with him, he carried with him through the rough road he followed on his way to his new 
home in Australia.  
Travels usually mean transformation. Yet, I believe that for Faith, the foundations he 
received were key in his ability to cope with the new worlds he was exposed to along the 
way. I also see the coalitions with his sister and the memories that tie them together as 
central for his survival and sense of self. The parents might not have travelled with them 
physically, but I’m convinced they did in the form of ideas and values that Faith is 
determined to maintain.  
Gabriela 
Before fleeing from Burundi due to civil war 
my mum was a stay home mother taking care of us  
at the same time she was doing the agricultural work 
living the village life. 
My dad was working at the church as a secretary. 
 
In Burundi there’s social division between rich and poor 
but generally the division is between the tribes. 
That’s what drove us into civil war. 
Most families now in Burundi are mixed, having parents coming from different tribes. 
 
Before I came here I was in Tanzania in the refugee camp 
I was a refugee for 13 years 
I don’t know much about Burundi cause I left there when I was 4 
 
It was really hard living in another country, not knowing when I’d go back to Burundi. 
In the refugee camp we didn’t have enough food, clothes and we lived in tents. 
We did go to school in the refugee camp  
but it wasn’t a normal school,  
it was a place to pass time and keep us busy.  
 
Everything was different when we arrived here.  
We were used to live in camps  
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we had to stay within the area of the camp,  
here you can go wherever you want.  
Life was ‘normal’, Gabriela explained to me in her soft voice. She spoke of simple life, 
village life, and comfort before a turning point that forced her family to leave. She spoke of 
faint memories from her early childhood, glimpses from this now faraway place called 
Burundi. Yet, she did not focus on the exact cause of their displacement, their escape from 
Burundi. Gabriela only alluded to societal structures that caused the war: tribal differences, 
mixed families, conflict. 
I feel that Gabriela talked about the travelling she went through as a challenge, describing 
life in the camp as a gruelling experience.  The agony of not knowing where to next was 
hard to bare. The temporary that dragged for so long, temporary permanent-like 
immobility. Her eyes were moist as she spoke about this stage of her journey. 
Gabriela said she was a refugee for 13 years. I see a shift, where ‘was’ implies not 
anymore. She was a refugee, not anymore. And I start to think that part of the travelling 
here involves creating new definitions for the self.  
Jestor 
My dad was a politician 
That’s why we had to come here 
 
As you know Burma is a communist country  
if you are against them then you’ve got no choice 
if you were a supporter of Aung San Suu Kyi,  
the lady who is the fighter for democracy… 
if you were with her and still a politician you had to go. 
 
We have this independence day 
the British gave us rights to own the land and stuff 
so we often celebrated that I think 
It’s not a choice but that’s what we do every year 
we were stripped from that  
it often led people to say that they wanted democracy. 
 
My dad was pro-democracy 
He was one of the respected leaders in our culture, in our region, Chin 
So there were people hosting the independence day celebrations  
but the army doesn’t like it. 
But it wasn’t a choice, it was just something that we did every year 
That created problems so we had to go 
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When we got to India he didn’t continue working in politics 
as a refugee your qualifications or whatever are not accepted  
and you have to live as low key as possible.  
Jestor’s point of departure was an account of the political situation that culminated with the 
need to flee his homeland. He shared with me, in detail, the sequence of events, the 
position held by his father, the circumstances of their displacements. And I see a strong 
connection between what he told me and the legacies of colonisation in Burma. Ideas 
surrounding independence, demarcation and ownership of land, imposed borders, rules, 
communism, all providing a complex backdrop to his story.  
Similarly to the other tales, I perceive a fine line between the passivity of being dislocated 
and the agency of leaving as central. Having to go versus going, not in opposition, but as 
part of entangled realities, becomes evident as I read this story next to the other stories in 
this chapter. 
As they travelled, major changes in positionality took place. His father, once a prominent 
politician, needed to lie low, his qualifications no longer recognised. As they settled in their 
temporary home in India, as they waited to be relocated, they were not the influential 
family they once were. Things were not as they once had been.  
Mary 
We lived in the Zimbabwean refugee camp 
before we were given the humanitarian visa by the United Nations to come to Australia 
We lived in Zimbabwe for 4 years 
 
I left Burundi when I was 9 or 10…. 
We got to the camp and we stayed there for about 6 months 
My sister was diagnosed with epilepsy 
they had to refer my family back to the transit centre  
in the city Harare 
 
So we went to school in the city 
We lived in that centre for three and a half years 
 
I’m saving money to go on holidays 
I’d like to go to Rwanda 
I haven’t travelled yet on holidays  
but I’ve been to other countries prior to Zimbabwe and Australia 
…Tanzania, Mozambique… 
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I would like to visit Rwanda because I grew up in Rwanda,  
I did also in Burundi but I feel more connected to Rwanda 
I spent time there as a child, from about 5 years old to 7, 8 or 9. 
I don’t know why I feel that, I guess because my grandmother was from there.  
We used to go visit them because Burundi and Rwanda are very close 
 
I remember how Mary looked thoughtful, like she was digging deep inside her being for the 
words she was sharing with me. As she dug and shared, Mary started with a sentence 
about ‘being given’ the visa by the United Nations to come to Australia. Similarly to the 
other tales, I see the blurring of agency-non-agency as key to her story. 
And in her telling she did not explain why her family had to leave Burundi or go into detail 
about their life in the camp and transit centre. She alluded to her sister receiving the 
treatment she needed and that in some way being in the transit centre gave then the 
opportunity to attend school in the city and not in improvised camp schools.   
Mary also spoke about travelling. She did not describe her voyage from Burundi to 
Australia, but Mary talked about different modes of travel. She spoke about visiting 
relatives, exile and holidays, all grouped together under the category ‘to travel’. She 
described family holidays of her childhood, the displacement of having to go through 
numerous countries before making it to Australia and her newly acquired positionality of 
being able to travel for leisure again.  
Naarin 
We left Iran when I was 9 I think as far as I remember, that was late 2000   
maybe in December  
before leaving there I used to go to school, have a normal life like everyone else 
  
I grew up with my grandma and my aunties from my mum’s side 
We lived in the city and they lived in the most beautiful village I have ever been to or 
seen 
The atmosphere, positive energy, their love and generosity, you name it 
 Every summer we would go there for a holiday 
 
Once we left Iran everything changed 
We went to Turkey 
But we didn’t go to camps 
We travelled there illegally 
Without knowing anything about the country, language, culture anything at all 
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Our journey to Turkey was exciting for us the children but very terrifying and risky for my 
parents 
We started travelling through the mountains that would lead us into Turkey from Iran 
The night that we were travelling the people smugglers had decided to keep us in the 
village  
and get on our way the following night 
But my mum was the one who had a gut feeling 
she was like no I want to go tonight 
I think the fact that we went that night was something that God had planned for us to go 
 
We were walking for 8 hours  
it was so freezing that my dad’s kidney stopped working  
we had to stop and my sister 
we thought she was sleeping but she was not actually sleeping  
she was so cold that she was about to go into hypothermia  
we had to light our fires and cover them with anything we had 
 
The following night 40 people froze to death in the mountains  
Two days later we saw the news  
The people we stayed with in Turkey translated what had happened 
It was devastating to hear 
  
That’s why God plays a really big role in my life 
That could have been us that night 
but God protected us and gave us the opportunity to experience life in Turkey  
for the good and the bad  
and land in Australia for a better life 
 
We stayed in Turkey for three and a half years 
When we arrived we had a case with the UN that got accepted  
We were free to live as refugees in that city in a house but no work or education was 
allowed 
 
Once your case is accepted they give you funds  
they know that you are in danger back home and you can’t go back 
Then they’ll give your case to other nations that are willing to take refugees  
 
It took time for us to adapt to the new lifestyle 
making friends and learning the language 
At first we just stayed home and watched TV and stuff 
You are too scared to walk out of the house 
you think that people are going to attack you 
 
There was a day when my sisters and my brothers 
the police actually chased them, knowing that they were refugees 
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Maybe they thought that they were there illegally  
They came home and knocked the door but thank God our landlord and our neighbours  
they knew us  
They told them that we were legally here 
We had to show the police our refugee documents and Turkish ID cards 
 
It got better as time passed, I was so used it, made a lot of friends and settled.  
As time goes by people actually try to accept you and they know that you are not 
danger  
 
It is actually really hard to live there but again it teaches you some things  
I was maybe too young to know or pickup things but the fact that you get to know a lot 
of people 
to find your own way of how to do things 
socialise with people even though you don’t know the language  
You have a goal and you have to be committed no matter what life throws at you 
I learned that from my parents by bringing us here 
 
As I engage with Naarin’s story once again, I feel it was important for her to describe the 
normality of her middle-class existence before her family fled Iran. Her focus was on how 
everything changed after they left. Naarin did not say why the family had to flee, but she 
described in detail the cruelling journey across the mountains to reach Turkey. Naarin 
candidly explained that her near death experience brought her closer to God and she told 
me how vital her faith is in her story of survival.   
According to Naarin, her time in Turkey was full of hardship, yet I see the ability to adapt, 
transform and normalise a state of transition as central to her told experiences. She spoke 
about adapting to new worlds and learning what she could from these difficult situations.  
I believe that her family’s action to cross the mountains, doing what they could to survive in 
Turkey, exemplifies the complexity of refugee agencies. The family made dangerous 
moves with so many elements out of their control but they persisted. They were finally 
given a case by the United Nations, they received a visa to come to Australia.  
This stage of their journeys, once again, points to the ambiguities between agency-non-
agency, mobility-immobility, and to the impossibility of giving simplistic and/or binary 
explanations to such complex phenomena.  
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Dwelling in movement 
Every movement between here and there bears with it a movement within 
a here and a movement within a there.  (Minh-ha, p. 33) 
 
Travelling and dwelling  
Dwelling in travelling27 
Travel to dwell 
Somewhere or everywhere 
Outside and within 
In-between 
The return plane trip from Canada to Australia seemed never ending. But I am finally back 
in my geographical home, an apartment in inner-city Brisbane. I can see the trees from 
where I am as I type these words. I think about ideas of dwelling as I sit here, looking at 
the trees that move with the wind. The trees dwell in some sort of fixed location, but they 
move back and forwards with the wind. Their roots firmly placed in the ground, yet they 
move. They dwell in movement. Don’t we all to a certain extent? Even if we have never left 
the physical place of origin, aren’t we in constant movement? I think about these things as 
I ponder about the stories I’ve just read, as I consider how to bring this chapter about 
travelling to an end. I see a butterfly. My imagination flies with the flapping wings of this 
serene creature. I envision a multitude of words while watching the butterfly and reflecting 
about travelling and dwelling:  
Multiply situated bodies – always in a state of becoming – ever shifting – forever work 
in progress – no final copies – nothing is definite – always unbecoming – multiplicity 
of being – ever mutating – ever changing – never frozen – movement – like the wind 
– breeze – water – river – ocean – waves – always about to become something else 
– fluidity – complexity – always in relation. 
With all these words swirling around my being I’m back where I began, in front of my 
computer, reading the stories, side by side, comparing, contrasting, thinking about the 
tragedy of their circumstances, seeing common threads and differences walking hand in 
hand. I see complex situations that pushed families to abandon all they knew in search of 
a peaceful life. I see a series of extremely difficult actions people take as they flee their 
homelands and do what they can to deal with transitions. I see the families acted upon as 
they are given a case, allowed to stay in a camp or in some cases in a community, and are 
                                            
27 (Clifford, 1992) 
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finally given a visa to come to Australia.  Blurred lines between the agency of doing and 
the passivity of receiving. Not in contrast or opposition but as part of entangled, convoluted 
situations that refugees go through.  
I see their travels unfold and I notice ways of being/knowing moving through the new 
worlds of sense they must travel to and from (Lugones, 2003). As people move through 
space “the ‘who I am’ undergoes some kind of transformation” (Hormuth, 1990 cited in 
Roberson, 2007, p. xvii). Or as Minh-ha puts it, “every voyage can be said to involve a re-
siting of boundaries” (2011, p. 27). In these re-sittings or shifts, the creation of something 
new takes place. As people move across borders, borders of the self are redrawn. Borders 
that limit senses of being – what’s in, what’s out, what makes you you, are rethought. By 
travelling to new worlds, always in relation to others and environments, people create new 
geographies, new cartographies of selfhood (Anzladúa, 2015, p. 82). The introductory 
sections of the stories I presented in this chapter only give a glimpse of these 
transformations and shifts. As you move through the coming chapters, the ideas I have 
started to develop here will hopefully become clearer.  
Final remarks 
The physical movements of bodies are extremely regulated. How one physically travels, 
where one can go or not involves complicated logics of dominations and immobility. Yet, 
just like the trees I can see through my window, constant movements occur within, even if 
roots are firmly placed in one geographical space. The trees outside my window are still 
moving as I type the last few words of this chapter. My mind is still travelling too… 
I think again of maps, of uncertain journeys, on the beaten track, off the beaten track, 
mobility, immobility. I think of those people left behind, who did not even have a chance to 
flee. I think again about the ambivalence between agency and non-agency, the fine line 
between events which are out of one’s control and action, active resistance to 
unfavourable situations. I think again about constant negotiation modes that shifting 
between multiple contradictory worlds entail. Negotiation, ambivalence and perpetual 
movements are notions that linger in my body as my mind travels through the stories in 
this chapter. 
What’s next? 
With these lingering notions tickling my skin I think about the next stop in this thesis’ 
unmapped/mapped journey: Australia. In Chapter 4 the focus turns to the research 
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partners’ arrival in Australia and the experiences that followed their initial encounters 
in/with this country. And I wonder what kind of new world(s) they have found, in their host 
nation, the place where they are supposed to find ‘home’.  
Expand this and say something about Borderlands - What were your first 
experiences in Australia like? 
Many words also now come out of my body in response to the stories shared with me. In 
developing these responses, my key theoretical influence is Gloria Anzladúa’s Borderland 
theory. 
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Chapter 4:  Welcome to the Australian Borderlands  
 
The man on TV says: 
The masses are coming 
Displaced 
Uncontrollable 
Endless sea of faceless bodies 
Coming our way 
To spoil our stability 
our national identity 
Are they terrorists? 
Are they a liability? 
 
The wind is blowing 
Causing confusion 
Borders, barbed wire, erected walls 
Around the island nation 
White Australia policy is over 
More diverse, multicultural…really? 
The essence remains forcefully ‘white, ‘western’ 
‘Others’ within carefully kept on the margins 
 
People on the privileged side of the border are afraid 
Victims become the scapegoat 
and governments invest and thrive from this culture of panic 
Heated debate arises 
 
The man on TV says: 
There is a solution 
Sovereign Borders Policy 
We must protect ‘our way of life’ 
If you arrive by boat 
You will never resettle here 
Indefinite mandatory detention  
no human rights 
Even if you are a child 
 
But where is our compassion?  
Someone from the privileged side of the border asked 
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In response 
The people watching TV 
say welcome  
to a carefully selected few, including you 
 
About 10000 lucky souls receive the welcome each year 
Social services, support programmes available to you 
 
You arrived, you are here 
The wind keeps blowing 
Causing confusion 
You have crossed Australia’s physical border but what does that mean? 
You arrived, you are here 
You arrived in this land, space and time. You each come from different places, different 
trajectories. Each trajectory is unique, but in your new land you will often be put into 
mental cages of homogenous experience, of solid categories, the ‘refugee’, the ‘Other’. It’s 
windy over here, a land of confused identities.  
You are still travelling, the travelling doesn’t end as you arrive. The travelling will probably 
never end. A shift within yourself is happening. A shift is expected. You now inhabit a new 
place. Smiles.  
You keep smiling. You have been chosen within a complex entanglement of oppressions. 
Your suffering has been deemed valid and you managed to cross the border through the 
front gate. Fortunately you didn’t come by boat.  
And people on the privileged side of the border say welcome, or do they? Now learn the 
language, adapt to your new environment. This process is difficult for you but it’s much 
harder for your parents. All that is known has been broken. They, you, have to pick up the 
fragments of what’s left and start anew. You are young, you learn quickly but your parents 
struggle. Family dynamics turned upside down. Yet, the man on TV repeats like a chant: 
smile, be grateful, integrate, quickly.  
I also wonder what’s under the surface of welcoming smiles. What’s hidden under the 
spotless clean cities? The manicured backyards? What happens if you dig a little deeper? 
What might you find? 
When I hear your voice, your words I feel that you are torn between old and new. You 
want to be you. But what does that mean?  
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Pain and confusion are central to your told experiences yet not everything is bleak. You 
dream of a better future. You want to build your life anew in Australia. But where do you fit 
within a concept of nation that is still so contested? Claimed by an elite of white colonial 
settlers, desired by the displaced within the shiny lines of modernity, taken from the first 
Australians.  Where do you fit within this contested landscape? Where do you fit within 
such convoluted history of colonialism? You bring with you your complex history too; your 
body and soul are marked by the multiple layers of your travels, by gender, ethnicity, class, 
by your own displacements. Where do you fit? Where do you dwell? 
I dare guess that you now inhabit a space in-between. Not fully here or there, in-between 
here and over there, in the middle of nowhere. 
I think you now inhabit some kind of Borderland…28 
Borders are set up to define places that are safe and unsafe, to 
distinguish us from them. A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip along a 
steep edge. A borderland is a vague and undetermined place created by 
the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 25). 
This ambiguous and vague space of constant transition, the direct consequence of 
artificial borders, is inhabited by people who challenge dominant rigid definitions of 
‘normal’, while never forgetting that notions of normal are heterogeneous, even within so 
called mainstream cultures. Displacement, pain, discomfort and creative forces co-inhabit 
the fertile grounds of the Borderlands. Here a multitude of cultures meet and often clash. 
Here the fragmented pieces of complex identities can be pieced together or created anew. 
Transformation and healing spring from dwelling in this space. New perspectives emerge, 
and they are more than the sum of your broken pieces.  
You are not quite an insider, but you are not completely out either. You push the 
boundaries of what it means to be Australian. You look different, sound different to the 
invented norms of Australianness. You inhabit an ambiguous position – at once settler and 
colonised. As Moreton-Robinson (2003) reminds us, all non-Indigenous peoples who live 
in Australia are tied to migration, and all migration is linked to the dispossession of 
Indigenous Australians. That puts you (and me) in a complicated position. You are here 
escaping persecution in your homeland. You are the quintessential ‘damné’ of the earth 
(Fanon, 1961), yet now you are a settler to Australia.  
                                            
28 This discussion around Borderlands in based on Anzaldúa’s oeuvre 1987, 1990, 2009, 2015. 
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I believe you’re well aware that this place in the cracks, between worlds is difficult territory. 
Negotiation, mediation, bridge work are all part of the balance you and all people who live 
in-between realities endure on a daily basis (Anzaldúa, 1987, 2015).  
We arrived, we are here  
The words in the previous section came about from my initial responses to the research 
partners’ stories of arrival in Australia. These words that became sentences and 
paragraphs originated from my preliminary conversations with this portion of their stories, 
as I placed the research partners’ narratives of arrival in relation to my understandings of 
their new national context. These words are the point of departure I chose for this chapter, 
to set the scene of what’s coming next. 
Now I turn to their words, to the numerous words that come out of the research partners’ 
bodies, while they tried to make sense of their new surroundings and experiences as they 
arrived in Australia. They had much to say in response to my central question: 
What were your first experiences in Australia like? 
Many words also now come out of my body in response to the stories shared with me. In 
developing these responses, my key theoretical influence is Gloria Anzladúa’s Borderland 
theory. As I explained in Chapter 2, Borderland theory provides helpful insights into the 
experiences of people who are exposed to conflicting social systems such as race, 
cultures, social classes, languages, nation states, and sexualities (Cantú & Hurtado, 2012, 
p. 7). Borderland theory engages with living in-between experiences, where struggles for 
daily survival nurture the ability to navigate and negotiate the ambiguity of daily 
contradictory encounters (Anzaldúa, 1987, 1990). Throughout my responses in this 
chapter, I converse with various scholars in related fields in addition to Anzladúa’s work. 
These ‘conversations with literature’ do not serve as validation to the stories but function 
as aids in my informed readings of the tales presented here. 
Gabriela 
Everything was different when we arrived here  
the culture, the way people dress was quite a shock 
I guess I have adapted  
to Australian dressing styles 
 
As I was growing up boys and girls were treated differently 
girls were expected to do everything at home  
but boys did almost nothing  
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they try to teach them to be like the main provider  
 
So when we got here things had to change in our family 
 
Here boys and girls have same opportunities 
it was great to experience that 
 
Some people when I meet them for the first time  
they seem curious to know about where I come from  
how we came here  
But I don’t like to talk about it  
because it brings back all those bad memories 
spending my childhood in refugee camps 
 
Some kids prefer to use English all the time 
they are trying to fit into Australia 
Australian culture, with their friends 
it’s unfair for the parents  
They might think their kids  
are not part of them anymore 
 
I think being in Australia means living in peace 
availability of great opportunities  
good education 
I can study as much I would like  
get my dream job if I work so hard 
 
It’s peaceful so I don’t worry about wars  
things like that 
 
I want my kids to have a good life 
grow up here 
it’s really good being here 
It’s more than I have ever imagined 
I would live this life 
Adapting is a central word, a recurring word, within Gabriela’s story and the other stories in 
this chapter. Family dynamics and gender roles are also turned on their heads as she 
arrives in Australia. Perhaps she understands the complexities, but points out the positive 
possibilities these changes might bring to her as a young woman. These experiences 
remind me of something Anzaldúa (2015, p. 72) has said: “the terrain, the planes…of 
identity alter when a person moves (immigrates) into another community…after leaving the 
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home culture’s familiar cocoon, you occupy other ideological spaces, begin seeing reality 
in new ways”.  
I also believe that part of beginning to see reality in new ways is noticing differences 
between past and present. For example, Gabriela now perceives herself as having the 
same opportunities as her brothers. This position might be a question of comparison to her 
previous experiences of gender relations. Perhaps in the realities she knew previously, 
women may have been oppressed in more overt ways to what takes place in Australia.  
When I think about this aspect of Gabriela’s experiences, I can’t help but pondering on the 
idea that in Australia, the façade of gender egalitarianism lingers in the air and seems 
possible at first sight (Baker, 2008). 
Another point I see as central in Gabriela’s story is that she speaks positively about the 
opportunities that moving to Australia means to her and her family. And with this 
appreciation of possibilities, she seems committed to moving forwards with her life and to 
think about the future because dwelling in the past is too painful.  
Danny 
When I arrived I didn’t know any English 
I couldn’t understand anything. 
It took me a few months  
to start to understand 
about 6 months.  
 
The food was also so different 
in a bad way but I got used after a while  
the houses were also different 
so many houses and cars 
I had never seen it because I grew up in a rural area 
 
It’s hard to compare life now and before 
 
When I was little I didn’t have much 
we didn’t have enough food and stuff 
no technology 
so it’s like so different, very different. 
 
I don’t know which one is better 
 
In Africa there were some bad things  
but I liked the way of living 
I liked the culture 
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Here I have more material things 
but I just don’t like it 
it’s not the same as in Africa 
it’s hard to explain 
 
It can be kind of racist sometimes  
I kind of have felt it before when I apply for a job 
they look at your name and 
probably won’t call you back 
 
My brother in law applied for jobs  
but they wouldn’t call him 
so he changed his name to John  
Learning the language, getting used to a completely different environment seem to be key 
parts of Danny’s initial experiences in Australia. Echoing the other research partners’ 
experiences, he speaks of new surroundings which are completely different to everything 
he had ever known. Yet, I agree with Minh-ha (2011, p. 30) when she says that “the 
irreversible sense of ‘losing ground’ and losing contact is…often suppressed by the 
immediate urge to ‘settle in’ or to assimilate”. 
And I see in Danny’s story a tension between a need to ‘settle in’ and a sense of being out 
of place. Even though he talks about Australia as a place where he can have material 
stability, the longing for what he had in Africa in terms of belonging sounds central to his 
story.  
Danny also talks about the benefits of being here, but recognises the perverse effects of 
racism and alludes to a nostalgia of an over there that does not go away.  This ever 
present nostalgia brings me back to Minh-ha’s words once again, “love, miss and grieve. 
This I can’t simply deny. But I am a stranger to myself and a stranger now in a strange 
land” (2011, p. 34). 
Faith 
When I first arrived in Australia 
there were a lot of things 
I found culturally and traditionally different 
even in the case of education 
in the case of the way people live 
 
In our country we do believe  
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your neighbour’s son  
you just consider him like your son 
you can greet him anyhow 
you can teach him whatever you want  
you can tell him the directions 
direct him to the right place 
  
While here it’s totally different 
 
If I tell him this maybe I’ll get into trouble 
you just do your own thing 
everyone is doing his own business 
 
In our country we don’t really do it like that 
we do believe in a strong community  
where you can really reach one another 
sharing idea 
Here it’s not like that 
It’s more focused on individual things 
 
You have to adapt 
learn new things 
see things in different ways  
but make sure that’s not really changing you  
from positive to negative 
 
Somethings could be really new,  
somethings could be like: is this true?  
do we really have to do this? 
do we have to learn this?  
do we have to speak like this?  
do we have to walk like this?  
 
Some of those things would be conflicting 
 
To be here in 2015 means that Australia is open for new people 
it’s really accepting your culture 
accepting new people  
accepting new views 
it’s really a friendly nation 
 
That means a lot to me firstly 
it also means Australia is a place for opportunities 
a place for brothers and sisters 
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Different is another key word, central in every story. What each research partner describes 
as different varies slightly. Yet, this word is always there, fused with the experiences of 
being in a new country.  
Faith recognises the need to adapt and that his ways of being and knowing are not 
necessarily ‘acceptable’. He talks about being aware of how to act in order to ‘fit in’ within 
what he considers an individualistic society. He speaks of how this need to adapt can at 
times conflict with his ways of being and stresses the importance of not forgetting one’s 
own values in this complex process. 
I also find interesting the way Faith always refers to his home country as ‘our’ country, as if 
belonging to a group of people. And this reminds me that “the new culture, like the old one, 
inculcates you with its values and worldviews” (Anzaldúa, 2015, p. 72). 
From Faith’s story I learn too that regardless of differences and possible tensions within 
the ways he knows how to be in the world, he has positive and optimistic views of what it 
means to be in Australia today.  
Jestor 
Life is very different in Australia 
the main thing would be financially 
even if you don’t work you can get Centrelink support 
if you want a better life  
you have to work hard and you can support your family  
 
If you are rich or not rich, everything is still similar 
you still have TV, electricity and everything  
life over there is not the same 
if you are rich you are rich 
if you are not you have nothing 
 
The way of speaking 
the way of approaching someone 
I was really bad at eye contact 
now I’m still really bad at it  
I’m always shy and stuff 
 
If you go to the job interview  
you don’t look them in the eyes  
they will find it offensive  
they will think that you either don’t respect  
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something like that 
 
It wasn’t hard to make friends when I arrived  
but at first it was challenging  
when you wanted to make friends with someone from here 
I don’t know how to explain 
it [was] not really comfortable hanging out with them 
 
As the time passed we feel more comfortable  
we can get along 
maybe it’s about building confidence  
then catching up with the standards and everything 
Jestor starts by talking about difference with a focus on material differences. I understand 
that he sees Australia as more ‘egalitarian’ compared to the reality he knew. As I reflect on 
this section of his story, I can’t help but think about my first impressions when I arrived in 
Australia. Coming from Brazil where social and material disparities are striking, when I first 
arrived here I thought that everyone was part of some sort of middle class; I could not see 
obvious differences between rich and poor, at least at first sight. It took me time and a 
critical eye to start seeing what lies under the surface – deep material inequalities hidden 
under veils of ‘imagined’ cultural egalitarianism (Saunders & Wong, 2013, p. 51).  
Jestor continued speaking about differences but this time he focused on ways of doing 
things. He talked about the need he felt to adapt and that as time went by he felt more 
confident and that was helpful in making friends. He also mentioned ‘catching up with the 
standards’. I wonder what these standards are. Can we connect standards to the concept 
of dominant-white-Australian-identity (Nicolacopoulos & Vassilacopoulos, 2004)? Let me 
think about this one. We’ll talk more about it later. 
Mary 
There were many things that were different when I arrived  
especially the food and the people  
Like you meet someone 
you don’t even know them  
and they smile at you 
[we] felt that it was a welcoming thing 
 
Dressing was also different  
like some people would dress provocatively  
in Africa, where I come from 
they would stone you to death 
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Access to social services is also different, especially school 
 
In Zimbabwe, because we were under special circumstances 
the United Nations would pay for our school fees 
if it wasn’t for that it was really hard to access education 
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Here it’s much easier 
you can access the library, Centrelink, 
there’s no such a thing in Africa 
 
Back home you rely on yourself 
like if you don’t work  
you wouldn’t get anything. 
 
I had to adapt 
I had to basically engage in the community  
to fit in within the Australian society 
 
At first it was a little bit hard 
I wasn’t very confident in myself 
sometimes I’d say to myself 
what about if they don’t give me the opportunity,  
what if they say no due to my race  
or maybe I’m not good enough 
 
But then I encouraged myself 
at first it was hard  
but after a few months it wasn’t 
 
My life now here is much better  
compared to before coming here 
you have social services 
people can access higher education 
you have community groups to support you 
 
On the bigger part I think it’s not  
but on the smaller part  
I think that it is racist 
but it’s not portrayed as much 
Difference – again and again – this word appears as a key aspect of research partners’ 
initial experiences in Australia. As I read this story once more, as I place it next to the other 
stories, I see words jumping at me: adapt, fit-in, doubt. I believe these words are central in 
processes where “people stunned, traumatized and mutilated by the shifts of events that 
have expelled them from their homeland learn to adjust to their sudden state of isolation 
and uprootedness” (Minh-ha, 2011, p. 29). 
With ideas around difference and uprootedness still in my mind, I notice the way in which 
Mary uses the pronoun ‘they’. It reminds me of how Jestor talks about ‘standards’. I 
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wonder about the ‘standards’ and the ‘they’ who might not give Mary an opportunity 
because of her racial markers.  I connect these thoughts to discussions around whiteness 
and colonial settler-nation-states, where norms and values are not usually represented as 
racial supremacy, but “rather imagined as a space controlled by a benign mainstream” 
who claim the authority to decide who can “be included in this space” (Elder, Ellis, & Pratt, 
2004, p. 210).  
I then ask myself if Mary and the other research partners can be included in this space. 
She is not quite sure, but Mary recognises the privileges that even being able to partially 
partake in the notion of Australianness entail. And apart from initial challenges and 
encounters with ‘occasional’ racism, similarly to the other stories in this chapter, Mary 
describes Australia in a positive light and chooses to focus on the opportunities available 
to her here. 
Alejandra 
There are these photos  
they took when we arrived at the airport  
I’m just like dead to the world, asleep  
my mum looked so tired  
just like holding me up 
and everyone just looked miserable and tired 
 
We used to sleep in the living room all together 
we did that like for 6 months 
just because I don’t know 
they didn’t feel comfortable… 
 
They started studying English at TAFE  
then they dropped me off to kindy  
I hated it like I hated kindy so much 
I would just chuck tantrums every day! 
 
Mum said I hated kindy cause 
I didn’t know English  
I couldn’t express what I wanted 
they didn’t understand what I was saying 
I was happy by the time I started pre-school  
and my mum got a job as a cleaner. 
 
yeah these would be like my first memories. 
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The first few years were especially stressful for my parents  
trying to work, study, learn a new language  
and raise my sister and I 
 
[Coming to Australia] means we are alive which is good 
I think it’s been painful for them 
they had to leave behind  
like their families and friends  
their home to come here 
they were just really confused and scared 
 
They like it now  
nowadays they’ve got more used to the culture here  
they enjoy more 
they say  
wow isn’t it amazing here? It’s so safe! 
 
When I was little mum and dad wouldn’t talk about here Australia 
they would be talking about El Salvador 
the culture at home was completely different to my friends’ at school 
what was normal at school was not what was normal at home 
 
When you come here as a refugee you have an experience  
then coming as a refugee from El Salvador adds another layer 
another layer on top of that is their time in the guerrilla 
 
Some people find it really confronting  
people were harmed by both sides 
things happened to everyone 
mum and dad are very open about how it was very corrupted 
so much that they left 
 
Once I had a conversation with a man 
he felt that Australia should not accept refugees 
“they suck up money that should go to Australians” 
I remained very polite  
“I disagree” 
“My family came as refugees 
they have contributed perfectly well to society” 
he was like  
“that’s really nice but you are the exception to the rule” 
 
You will face that at some point 
one way or another 
it could be really big or really small  
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Those ignorant views exist  
people don’t mean to be ignorant obviously 
people hear things in the media 
If the reality is so distant from my own why would I care? 
Alejandra was so little when she arrived, a toddler. Her first memories are from here, her 
adopted land. These first memories belong to a time of transition for Alejandra and her 
family and she constantly lived through the told memories of her parents. She lived 
through the pain and trauma her family carried with them. Even though Alejandra can’t 
remember what happened back in El Salvador, she talks about the effects of war and exile 
as very much tangible and real to her growing up. In this process, her told memories fuse 
with the told memories of her parents (Maffini & Pham, 2016). 
As Alejandra describes her initial experiences in Australia and the world she knew, she 
speaks about the complexities of being a refugee, about encounters with hegemonic 
ignorance. She also speaks of war and loss of innocence. All sides were affected, all sides 
carried some sort of guilt. What is good or bad is never clear cut, especially in times of 
war.  
By engaging with Alejandra’s words again, I begin to see them as a reminder; a reminder 
of the many layers of complexity within refugee experiences that are often forgotten in 
simplistic mainstream discourses (Minh-ha, 2011).  
Naarin 
My first impression was like wow 
what a clean green country 
 
We were taken to a house that was quite small  
but we had our own yard and stuff 
 
In Iran we had a big front yard 
it was all green with our organic fruits and vegetables 
this house was similar, there were flowers everywhere 
 
I was excited when I first came here 
it’s a better future if you are committed  
and believe in what you want to believe in 
it was a good feeling 
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Maybe because we knew it would be the last time  
to relocate other than moving houses 
this was it for us 
 
I was only 13 when we arrived in Australia 
there was a culture shock 
both cities we lived in Turkey [and Iran] were religious  
and majority were wearing the hijab 
 
When we arrived here it was like bang  
the way people dressed, the language  
the way people treated each other 
 
It wasn’t like aw I don’t like this people  
because they don’t wear head scarf  
or I don’t appreciate their lifestyle or anything  
 
It was more like OK that’s how they live  
and this is how we live  
we were trying to adapt 
 
It’s so much harder [for adults]  
they have always lived in an environment  
then they enter another that’s completely different 
 
My dad 
I’ve seen him struggling  
he actually studies at home  
he tries to figure out things  
but then he forgets which is really frustrating for him 
that’s kind of limiting his abilities  
Sitting at home and doing nothing upsets him  
because he has always worked, all his life  
 
It is hard to play both the Muslim and the Australian girl 
there are times you want to dress up a certain way  
go try out new things 
yet, you don’t give yourself permission  
you will be breaking your religion rules 
you wouldn’t want to disappoint your parents 
we all want to break rules at times 
I mean we are all humans 
regardless of our religion, culture, identity and gender 
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As you can tell I’m not wearing the head scarf 
I’d love to wear it 
but again there is a fear at the moment 
fear of how people would react to it and how I will be treated 
whatever is going on in the media  
a lot of people look at you 
 
One of the girls was wearing the hijab  
we had this customer coming in with a 20 dollar note 
and handing it over to one of the cash registers 
written in black [was] ‘no Islam in here’ 
 
I’m Muslim and she is Muslim 
all she is doing is wearing a hijab and I don’t 
Naarin speaks tenderly about her first experiences in Australia. She talks about challenges 
and tensions, yet she describes being in Australia as an opportunity for stability after a 
long period of uncertainty for her and her family. 
In Naarin’s story I see it again, difference as a key word – different ways of knowing and 
being as a central element to experiences of arrival in Australia. And the awareness of 
difference walks hand in hand with the perceived need to adapt to this new world that now 
surrounds each of the research partners (Robertson, Gifford, McMichael, & Correa-Velez, 
2016). When reflecting on this perceived need to adapt, Naarin recognises how much 
harder it is for parents to adjust to new environments and how these difficulties affect 
family dynamics.  
And despite the positive manner in which she describes her very initial experiences in 
Australia, when I read Naarin’s words I also see discomfort and struggle. She speaks 
about encounters with Islamophobia and the pain she feels in not being comfortable 
wearing the hijab. Through her words, I feel that she is divided between her desires to be 
herself and the norms that patrol what she can or can’t do. From one side, family and 
religion and from the other side the invented norms of mainstream Australianness place 
walls around her. And I picture her in the middle, a young woman who is torn between the 
multiple worlds she now inhabits and between the multiple identity markers she is 
expected to perform (Anzaldúa, 2015).  
 108 
Creating new positionalities from in-between  
While juggling several cultures or forces that clash, nepantleras live in 
tense balances entremedios, teetering on edges in states of entreguerras 
 (Anzaldúa, 2015, p. 81).29 
When I place the seven stories side by side, it strikes me how all research partners speak 
of contrasts between the multiple worlds they inhabit. They speak about many messy 
encounters in their daily lives: 
Linguistic clashes  
Religious beliefs in contrast to Australian youth cultures 
Changes of gender roles in the family 
Being cast aside by accents and different looks 
With stories side by side, I see young people who dwell within, across and in-between 
worlds: family, school, friends, broader society, religion... 
I also see that learning how to navigate these different and often contradictory realities has 
been a central part of their journeys of being and becoming in the world(s). I see seven 
young people drawing on their multiplicity in juggling acts where they constantly negotiate 
and attempt to cope. As Anzaldúa (2015, p. 72) reminds us, “living in intersections, in 
cusps, we must constantly operate in a negotiation mode”.  
At around 14 to 16 
I felt like sometimes  
I just wanted to follow everyone  
and who cares what your country and your culture thinks 
it wasn’t very easy  
but I still managed my way around it 
 
I feel better now 
if it’s a Western thing that I think it’s good then I’ll follow that  
but I still keep in mind my culture 
if it’s something bad then I rather keep my culture (Mary) 
And as part of these juggling acts many of the research partners function as linguistic and 
cultural bridges between their families and broader society.  
                                            
29 “neplanteras” is the term Anzaldúa uses later in her career to describe Border dwellers as she shifts from 
Borderland to ‘Nepantla’ to describe in-between spaces. ‘Entremedios’ Spanish for in-between, entreguerras 
Spanish for between wars.    
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The kids tend to learn the language faster than the parents 
till today we will help our lovely parents with  
we do help our family’s friends as well (Gabriela) 
In this process, they cultivate vital coalitions with other Borderland dwellers, building 
connections between their old and new realities. 
It’s easier to make friends with people from a similar background 
we have something in common 
it’s easier to connect to people from a refugee-background 
We get each other (Danny) 
 
Because you’ve all been in that ‘boat’ of adapting 
understanding the new cultures 
even though we are from all over the place 
It’s so much easier to communicate and be friends 
we don’t have to explain everything we do, or believe in (Naarin) 
From stories, side by side, I also see an imagined over there that becomes reality through 
parents’ stories and memories. This reality is different to the space where research 
partners now dwell, Australia, giving “rise to an elsewhere-within-here” (Minh-ha, 2011, 
p. 37). And as I reflect on told experiences of juggling an ‘elsewhere-within-here’ and 
contrasting worlds within daily lives, I keep thinking of windy days, where objects are 
blown about, where dust sometimes blocks visions, with people moving around frantically, 
trying to make sense of the mess. I envision the young people who worked with me 
walking through the wind, their words swirling in the air and landing on these pages.  
I read them once again, I read them together with the words that came before, not in a 
linear way but as part of some sort of whole. If we continue talking about the wind, some of 
what the research partners say feels like whirls of air going round and round. They connect 
with what they said before, but also twist and might be saying something new. What I can 
nevertheless see from these moving words, is that as research partners juggle complex 
experiences in windy days, they create coping strategies or might I suggest that from 
these rather complicated situations they create new positionalities from in-between. 
In my imagination, they continue walking through the wind, they clear away the dust from 
their eyes, and negotiate multiple worlds everyday as part of their existence (Lugones, 
2003). They are not comfortable but are determined to cope. From this negotiation mode, 
from complex positionalities in-between worlds, unique perspectives and the possibility of 
fluency in the many worlds they have contact with are likely (Anzaldúa, 2015). I see eyes 
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being cleared, I also start clearing mine. I see that each Borderland dweller has particular 
ways of coping with daily life. So, dwelling in this space is not an essentialised experience, 
with fixed definitions and demarcations. Yet, there are commonalities from the told 
experiences I wish to stress: 
Fluid identities emerge 
Fluid, hybrid categories are possible 
‘Mestiza’30, mixed 
You are neither of your identity markers  
You are all of them 
You are more than the added fragments of the multiple you 
In this windy space of contradictions and connections, people develop a deep tolerance for 
ambiguity and that is key for survival (Anzaldúa, 1987). And as people navigate the 
Borderlands, they “undergo the anguish of changing perspectives and crossing a series of 
cruz calles31, junctures, and thresholds, some leading to a different way of relating to 
people and surroundings and others to the creation of a new world” (Anzaldúa, 2015, 
p. 17). 
In my attempts to understand this windy space, I ask myself what these experiences might 
say about the research partners’ and their families’ ability to create home in Australia. With 
stories side by side, I also start to realise that even though research partners might dwell 
in new positionalities created in-between realities, they actively search for home. I’m not 
sure what home means to the young people who took part in this project, but I understand 
they want to feel safe and they seek a place where they can belong. I believe they see 
Australia as a haven, a peaceful land, a place of possibilities. But one key question 
remains unsettled in my mind: can they or can’t they call Australia home? Can they cross 
its symbolic borders?   
                                            
30 Spanish for ‘mixed race’. This is a common term Anzaldúa employs to express mixed identities and 
positionalities. 
31 Spanish for crossroads 
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In search of home  
Home: 
One's place of residence 
The social unit formed by a family living together 
A familiar or usual setting 
The focus of one's domestic attention 
A place of origin 
The objective in various games 
(Merriam-Webster Dictionary, n.d.) 
What other meanings can be attached to definitions of home? I wonder if meanings 
attached to home by people who go through refugee experiences are different from the 
ones offered by dictionaries. I also question if it’s even possible to attach fixed meanings 
to a concept that might mean so many different things to so many people. I’m also curious 
about the last two definitions the dictionary provided, a place of origin and an objective. I 
know ‘objective’ is referring to games, but perhaps we could apply that meaning to life in 
general. 
Home as origin, home as destination, home as places in-between these two points 
Home as physical, as emotional, as virtual places where one can feel comfortable. 
I wonder what home might mean to the young people who worked with me, if they feel that 
Australia is now their home, if they feel a sense of belonging in their new host country or 
even if belonging and home are concepts that go hand in hand for them. And all of these 
wonderings add to some of the overarching questions I keep asking myself as I write this 
chapter: 
What do research partners’ perspectives about home and belonging tell us about 
where they fit within the convoluted colonial/settler Australian context?  
How do the interactions with their new environments affect their experiences and 
senses of self? 
How do these discussions around home and belonging contribute to the Borderland 
theorising I have developed so far? 
Naarin 
I think home is where you are really happy 
it’s where you are surrounded by the people you love 
it’s where you are born 
that’s where I belong rather than changing through different countries  
to get somewhere where it’s safe 
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You can call it home because you are safe 
you have your family  
but then again there’s just something in you that takes you back 
to that place where you are from 
[but] I would call Australia home 
Naarin talks about belonging to a home which she claims to be the place where one is 
born. She also defines home as the place where a person is happy and safe. She 
considers Australia a safe place and feels like she can call it home. Yet, there is the 
nostalgia for the place where she is from. In speaking about these multiple meanings that 
can be attached to ‘home’, I feel that Naarin articulates some of the complexities 
surrounding this concept. And I see in her definitions of home an emphasis towards the 
idea of “both a tangible place and an intangible set of perceptions” (Rosbrook & 
Schweitzer, 2010, p. 160). 
Alejandra 
When I went back 
everyone [looked] like me 
that was something that had never occurred to me living here 
I don’t think I look that different  
but I think that people look at me and they think that I’m not fully Aussie 
 
It was a really nice feeling of like belonging there I guess 
I think it would have been interesting to grow up there 
be from there properly, like having my roots there 
 
I could see like mum and dad were like relaxed  
they know everyone  
they are in their element 
not having to think like translating in their heads 
to see them so confident, I was like oh wow 
but I didn’t feel anything 
 
I was just like yeah it’s so pretty, I love the food  
but I didn’t have a connection to there either  
I don’t feel particularly patriotic about either place 
 
I really like it here 
but I don’t feel very Aussie 
I love being here, I’m very happy that we came 
but I guess I just never felt like I could be fully embraced 
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I don’t think it’s done on purpose, in a malicious [way] 
You get that: so where are you from?  
And I go I’m El Salvadorian 
then they go: that explains your accent 
but I don’t have an accent  
I think they just like imagine 
 
I don’t think there’s only one way 
one full Aussie experience 
I guess for me would be 
having family, generations of family who are true blue Aussies 
generations of family who have grown up here 
and not just having to question 
being comfortable and knowing that this is [home] 
 
I don’t mean that if you come to Australia later 
that makes you less Australian 
but that experience of not having to question 
I’ve always been here kind of thing 
 
The first time I slept over at one of my white friend’s house 
next day everyone was having breakfast  
I was like, I felt I was in a Weet-Bix commercial 
they were having Weet-Bix for breakfast  
the son had to go off to cricket  
they were having a barbecue in the afternoon  
and I was like wow 
 
They were being so casual with each other, easy going and they had a dog 
I don’t know it was just, everything was so proper 
it was like bizarre 
it felt like I was in whole different world 
I guess that in my mind is the stereotypical Australian family 
I hear in Alejandra’s words that a sense of belonging can surface by simply looking similar 
to the people around us. The opposite can also be vital in not feeling at home somewhere. 
Yet, just looking similar to everyone else was not enough to make her feel a strong 
connection to El Salvador. Alejandra might be able to relate to Minh-ha when she says 
that “I am no more an ‘overseas’ person in their land than in my own. Sometimes I see my 
country people as complete strangers” (2011, p. 34). 
After reading Alejandra’s words I start to think that her sense of ambiguity about home and 
belonging is strongly connected to her interactions with people who she conceives as 
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‘Aussie’, within a particular construction of Anglo-Celtic Australians that excludes 
Indigenous Australians. And what she says reminds me that our ways of being in the world 
are always relational. And here I think of Anzaldúa’s (2015, p. 69) words: “who and what 
we are depend on those surrounding us, a mix of our interactions with our 
arrededores/environments, with old and new narratives”.  
Not feeling fully embraced by people and being judged as having a ‘foreign’ accent when 
she in fact has a clear Australian accent are significant too in this discussion. I also 
question what it means to be ‘fully Aussie’ and if this concept is based on a collective 
fantasy amplified by images portrayed in mainstream media (Hage, 2000). 
It is interesting to see a picture forming of what she thinks it means to be Australian. It is 
an ambiguous picture of diversity: not one single way of being Australian and people who 
are born elsewhere can also claim this identity. At the same time Australianness according 
to Alejandra is perhaps an essentialised concept strongly related to generational 
connection to the land. It’s about feeling comfortable and not having to question if this 
place is actually home. I immediately connect what she said to Garbutt’s (2011, p. 176) 
description of white-settler claims to being local in Australia at the expense of Indigenous 
Australians’ erasure and displacements. He explains that “without any sense of 
diaspora…I grew up as one of the Lismore locals. ‘Born and bred’ as they say. Rooted in 
place, despite the movement that lies not so long ago in the past. Forgetting movement 
and migration is a first step towards a sense of personal origins within the local” (p.176).  
As I keep reflecting on what Alejandra had said and on Garbutt’s words, I’m brought back 
to people I know who may be third or fourth generation Australians, but who might look 
Asian or from Latin America and how people still question them: where are you really 
from? I also keep thinking about the power of shared mainstream images of what it means 
to be Australian and the erasure of Indigenous Australians in this constructed imaginary. 
What I mean is what people see on TV, in advertisements, books, movies as the image of 
what an ‘Australian’ might be/look like, the imagined picture of what it means to be 
Australian is connected to a sense of white middle class existence (Haggis, 2004). 
Mary 
Where is home?  
That’s hard to answer 
Here, I consider Australia my home because we got our citizenship  
but Burundi is still my home because that’s where I originated from 
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I identify myself as Burundian-Australian 
Even though I call Australia my home Burundi is still part of me 
I’d like to go back one day to Burundi and maybe help  
but I’d prefer to stay in Australia. 
 
Sometimes I feel like I belong here and sometimes I don’t 
Sometimes you meet friendly people that will make you feel welcome 
But sometimes, not in many cases 
you meet people who are not so welcoming 
maybe they are a bit racist 
then you start questioning your identity to Australia and your purpose 
 
We all know the history of the Indigenous people  
so for me anyone who is not an Indigenous Australian is basically from somewhere else 
Like me, I’m not Indigenous but I’m an Australian citizen 
same as you or same as anyone else 
Mary speaks about home as a complex idea and expresses a fluidity in her 
understandings of where home can be. She connects it to the place where she is from but 
also to being the citizen of a nation. She also talks about the possibility of being part of 
more than one place at once. I read home from her perspectives as taking on an 
ephemeral, moving quality, like the idea of dwelling in travelling (see Chapter 3).  
Also, for Mary, calling a place home and belonging do not necessarily go hand in hand. 
Even though she talks about Australia as home, sometimes she feels like she belongs and 
sometimes she doesn’t. And her sense of belonging seems to be directly related to the 
way people treat her. When she experiences negative interactions, such as racism, she 
starts questioning her ability to belong in Australia. Here I link Mary’s ambiguous, often 
contradictory experiences/feelings as contributing to what Anzladúa (2015, p. 69) calls the 
formations of a “geography of the self”. According to her “like a map with colored web lines 
of rivers, highways, lakes, and other landscape features” we are marked by our 
interactions with everything that surrounds us (p. 69).  
I’m also intrigued by the way Mary challenged dominant-white-Australia’s claim to 
‘ownership’ of the nation. She considers citizenship as the right to call a place home and 
sees no difference between any of the migrants who have come to Australia, regardless of 
how long ago they arrived or the colour of their skin. And she connects this discussion to 
the history of Indigenous peoples’ dispossession. Interestingly, she’s the only person out 
of the seven research partners that makes this connection. I wonder what this general 
absence might be telling us? 
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Jestor 
Home for me is in Australia 
I don’t really have a home anymore in Burma 
they don’t want us 
I have the feeling that here is home 
when I was in India I didn’t have that feeling 
I felt that I was there only for a little while 
I just felt like I was a tourist or something like that 
like I was visiting India 
 
When you go away camping you feel like going home  
because you miss home 
you always want to come home 
because you know the feeling of arriving home 
you feel like you miss home because you are always welcome there 
it’s fun and there’s lots of freedom and stuff 
 
I cannot feel in such way about Burma anymore  
because there’s no freedom, there’s nothing 
the status is changing from communism to a democratic country  
but I don’t think I’ll ever feel the same  
there’s always some sort of flash back that is haunting us 
I don’t think I’ll ever want to go and live there, I don’t think so 
 
I think that Australia accepts me as part of this place 
because if they didn’t accept us  
they wouldn’t give us the residency 
the permission to stay here  
and most people who I’ve met so far are really friendly.  
Jestor has a decisive tone when he says that home to him now is in Australia. He strongly 
connects his views to the idea of not having a home anymore in his native country and the 
trauma that this experience has generated. He talks about being rejected by his homeland 
and feeling the need to build home in a new place (Rosbrook & Schweitzer, 2010). 
And I have the impression from his story that Australia gives him a sense of permanence, 
whilst India felt temporary. I suspect his construction of home is related to this stability and 
rootedness he now sees possible here. Jestor also connects his sense of home and 
belonging to his perceived idea of being accepted. And he relates being accepted to 
receiving residency as well as to the friendliness of most people he interacts with.  
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As I look back at his words, I ponder about who he is referring to when he says ‘Australia 
accepts me’. Perhaps the ‘Australia’ he is talking about is based on what he has been 
exposed to from mainstream discourses and images of dominant-white-Australia 
(Nicolacopoulos & Vassilacopoulos, 2004). And here, ‘white’ is an ambiguous often 
invisible identity marker that “allows the white majority to play a rights based politics of 
multiculturalism” (Haggis, 2004, p. 51). Within these politics, a dominant group claims their 
place “at the centre or core of the nation” and assumes the right to accept or not outsiders 
within (Perera in Elder, Ellis & Pratt, 2004, p. 209).  
Faith  
Where is home for me? 
wherever my head is lying that’s my home 
but in some circumstances that place might not be my home 
if someone tells me that it’s not home  
because it’s where his head lies as well  
then I’ll start asking myself questions 
I’ll start thinking that where my parents’ heads are lying  
that should be my home.  
 
Australia can be my home  
because it’s where now I’m doing most things 
where I’m growing and planning for my future 
I’m being educated 
[but] at some point I might think that my roots are not here  
and that Congo is still my home  
 
I think a person can have more than one home 
first, where you were born that’s your home 
it was the environment that you were used to 
the culture that you were used to 
 
Sometimes where your parents were born that’s your home  
what they are sharing with you is what they’ve grown in 
they’ll always give you examples of what they experienced  
there’s from where they were born 
so you get connected to that 
 
You grew in this land, you are proud of this land 
you’ve experienced everything in this land 
but some circumstances 
force you now to move to another land 
that might make you feel like you have two homes 
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you may feel like you have a new home  
but the nostalgia of where you were born 
the place where you have been first 
 
You always feel like I’m here now, that’s my home.  
but if you are here in Australia 
even if I get the citizenship, I will still be referred to as Congolese-Australian  
so that makes you with many homes.  
that makes you feel like I really belong to this nation 
but if someone now tries to discriminate you  
you’ll now start to think about my other land 
 
We don’t always experience everything nice in a place 
you will have different experiences 
the good, the bad and the ugly 
As a person who came here and was not born here 
sometimes I feel like I belong  
that is where my education is  
where I’m getting that opportunity 
I can have something to eat for the day 
I have that opportunity now of travelling,  
I have the capacity financially so I can feel like this is home 
 
It’s always about achieving and doing whatever makes your own person 
If I can’t make myself here so I should think of another place  
where I can make myself me. 
Faith defines home as the place where someone is, where one has shelter, where one 
feels safe (Motasim & Heynen, 2011, p. 63). Similarly to the other research partners, his 
ability to feel at home is directly related to interactions with people in Australia. If the 
inhabitants of the place he now wants to call home question his right to belong, doubt 
arises within and he starts questioning his purpose and is taken back to his place of origin. 
I feel that home for Faith is a flexible concept, it could be here but it could also be there 
(Said, 1993). Home is where he is born. It can also be the place where his parents come 
from. The new land where he now dwells due to life’s events can also be home. Yet, 
nostalgia always brings him back to his original place, where he first learned to ‘be’. And 
here I start to think about the idea of home and identity: the multiplicity in terms of senses 
of self that having more than one home can mean.  
His words also make me think of imagined lands. They also bring my attention to the 
perverseness of discrimination. The pain generated when people position themselves as 
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the righteous owners of a place and reject someone’s efforts to call it home (Garbutt, 
2011). Throughout his story, Faith starts to articulate that the constructed borders around 
the possibility of belonging within the Australian context are well guarded and oftentimes 
impenetrable. These protected boundaries can seem threatening and mighty to new 
arrivals (and to others displaced within their own land), to people who are trying to 
negotiate old and new ways of being in this new space.  
I stop for a second and connect the kind of discriminatory experiences Faith is talking 
about to complex histories of colonisation, privilege and racial anxieties that have shaped 
Australia (Tascón, 2004, p. 241). I think about the relationship between what he is 
describing and dominant attitudes towards refugees and ‘others’ within. Attitudes that are 
“born of colonial white ‘hard-won’ privilege through colonial power; the ability to define and 
exclude certain ‘undesirable’ people (who happen to be non-white, and[or] Muslim) is part 
of this privilege” (Tascón, 2004, p. 246).  
It’s also interesting to see that while Faith speaks of challenges and exclusions, he 
chooses not to dwell in the negative. Similarly to most of the other research partners, 
sometimes he feels like he belongs and belonging is connected to opportunities such as 
education, fulfilment of basic needs and access to financial stability (Rosbrook & 
Schweitzer, 2010). 
Lastly but not least, Faith describes home as the place that facilitates him becoming the 
person he wants to be, wherever and whatever that might be (hooks, 2000, p. 205). Home 
is the place that allows the individual the flexibility of being what one desires to become.  
He also depicts home and belonging as interconnected yet flexible. He talks about 
movement, adaptation and change in his quest of ‘being’, in his desire to “make myself me”. 
Danny 
I don’t really feel like I belong to this land  
it’s like 50/50 
sometimes I feel like I belong here  
but I want to visit Africa again sometime 
 
I’d like to go back and see how it is 
I’d like to go to Burundi but also to Tanzania 
but at the same I’d like to live here because it’s much better 
it’s safe and stable 
if I have a family in the future it would be easier to raise them here 
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I don’t know what home means 
I’ve never got asked that question 
it’s where friends and family are 
I’d say home is here cause I feel safe  
and my family is here  
At first Danny was surprised to have been asked a question about the meaning of home. 
For him home and belonging don’t necessarily align and he looked thoughtful as he came 
to the conclusion that home is where you feel safe and where your family and friends are.  
Danny speaks about feelings of not really belonging to this land of Australia, sometimes 
yes, sometimes no, like being divided, a part of him does, a part of him doesn’t. And here I 
think of Said’s (1993, p. 114) words saying that the exile “exists in the median state, 
neither completely at one with the new setting nor fully disencumbered of the old, beset 
with half involvements and half detachments”. 
Danny also speaks of his desire to visit the land where he comes from, the land that he 
imagines but doesn’t remember. At the same time there is a desire to stay here, stay in a 
safe and stable place. Here I see a connection between the ambivalence surrounding his 
perceptions of home and his travels, his displacements.  
Gabriela 
When I think about belonging  
the fact that I have all these opportunities 
get to be treated equally 
get money from Centrelink 
get jobs 
then I feel like I belong here  
but at the same time I still wish I could know how it feels  
to grow and live in your own country 
I haven’t been in my country for so long 
not being there it feels like I don’t belong anywhere 
 
Here everything is OK 
I feel I’m an Australian 
I feel OK but I still feel I don’t belong anywhere 
not in Tanzania, not in Australia, not in Burundi 
 
Sometimes it bothers me that I don’t feel like I belong somewhere  
especially because I haven’t lived in my country since I was 4  
and not having gone back there  
it bothers me but I should be OK. 
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I think you need to speak the language to be considered part of a culture 
that’s the way you connect 
my parents don’t really have good English  
so they’ll never feel like they are Australian  
but my young brother has grown up here  
his accent is like Aussie’s so he feels like he’s part of Australia 
 
I feel lucky because I can communicate with different people  
having a home language feels as if I belong to that culture 
as if I belong to all those cultures 
 
I don’t feel like Australia is home 
I feel like it’s somewhere where I’m getting all these opportunities  
but I don’t feel like I’m home 
I don’t know why.  
I like being Australian, I’ve got the citizenship 
being in a peaceful country, getting whatever I can 
but I still don’t feel like its home 
 
Even when I was in Tanzania I didn’t like being there 
I was just like: When am I going back to my country?  
so maybe I feel like my country is home, yeah 
 
It breaks my heart with all the things happening  
which makes even hard to visit 
 
You try  
but maybe because all those 17 years that I didn’t live here 
they were too much experience outside of Australia 
even if I try to make it home there will be something missing 
maybe as I grow it might change 
because we keep changing 
If belonging were synonymous with material opportunities and stability Gabriela would 
perhaps feel at home in Australia. She says that everything is fine here; to a certain extent 
she feels Australian, but there is something not quite right. The melancholy of imagining 
what it would have been like to have grown up in her country of origin, what it would feel 
like to have roots firmly placed in one location is difficult. In this nostalgia she may  
spend a lot of time regretting what [she] lost, envying those around you 
who have always been at home…living in the place where they were born, 
without ever having to experience not only the loss of what was once 
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theirs but above all the torturing memory of a life to which they cannot 
return (Said, 1993, p. 123). 
And the feeling that she doesn’t belong anywhere is painful, the anxious sentiment of 
everything as temporary (Minh-ha, 2011). As I read her story I believe Gabriela feels 
uprooted, with a sense that at any time she might have to run again, even though she 
knows she can stay in Australia. Non-permanence is marked in her bones, like scars she 
tries to heal, but cannot erase.  
Within these complex logics, Gabriela talks about Australia as a place where she lives, but 
not as her home. At the same time, she connects the concept of being Australian with 
having citizenship and a perception of equal opportunities. She also links the ability to 
speak a language with belonging (Craith, 2012). Gabriela speaks three languages and that 
brings her a sense of connection to three cultures. 
When I think of Gabriela’s words all together, I envision a tree with no roots that can move 
around. This tree with no roots could belong to any garden, but it’s not part of any garden 
100%. And maybe for this tree, the lived experiences outside of Australia were too 
influential and this factor hinders her ability to develop her roots and feel a strong 
connection to this land (Rosbrook & Schweitzer, 2010). 
Despite the pain she describes, Gabriela keeps looking to the future, who knows what 
might happen tomorrow. We keep changing, we keep transforming, so maybe one day 
Australia might feel like home to her. 
Reading home & belonging 
At times home is nowhere. At times, one knows only extreme 
estrangement and alienation. The home is no longer one place. It is 
locations. Home is the place which enables and promotes varied and ever 
changing perspectives  (hooks, 2000, p. 205). 
With stories and perspectives again side by side I try to make sense of ideas surrounding 
home and belonging in this chapter and how they connect to the concepts/arguments from 
the previous chapters and to the ones coming next. And as I think about what research 
partners have shared with me, I think about some important points that Ahmed, 
Castaneda, Fortier and Sheller (2003) made in the introduction of their book 
Uprootings/Regroundings. When talking about theorising home in relation to migration, 
they urged for the need to reconsider “the assumption that ‘home’, in migration, is simply 
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something we leave behind” (Ahmed et al., 2003, p. 8). Instead, the authors challenge 
traditional readings of home as something stable and geographically fixed in favour of fluid 
and diverse understandings of what home might mean (p. 3). They also ask questions 
about ‘there’, which I see as extremely pertinent to the accounts research partners have 
shared – “where and what is there? Is it necessarily not here?...How far is there?” (Ahmed 
et al., 2003, p. 4). These questions immediately transport me to Minh-ha’s ‘elsewhere-
within-here’, eliciting the same fluidity and flexibility with questions of here and there that 
have been central in this chapter. I suppose that understanding here/there as non-fixed is 
a good place to start in trying to make sense of home and belonging in the context of this 
study.  
My idea then is to offer a reading that points towards the impossibility of rigidity within 
interpretations of what home means, similarly to what I proposed in relation to travel and 
traveller’s tales in Chapter 3. With this objective in mind, I think it’s important to remember 
that for people who flee their places of origin, home may no longer be connected to a 
stable and permanent object as for example a house (Motasim & Heynen, 2011, p. 44). 
Yet, this loss of ‘stability’ is not exclusive to people who physically move to a different 
place, since people who have never physically moved from one location to another may be 
displaced and ‘homeless’ (Ahmed et al., 2003, p. 7). People may have ‘travelled far away’ 
without ever leaving the location of their birth, as is the case with many Indigenous 
Australians (Moreton-Robinson, 2003, p. 36).  
With these fluid conceptualizations of home, I read the stories/perspectives once more. 
And in this process, I deepen my convictions that nothing is clear cut, that stories go here 
and there, in zig zag. There are no straight answers to be found. To some home and 
belonging are closely connected, to others they do not necessarily coincide. In some of the 
stories there is a link between home and citizenship. Some feel like they can have more 
than one simultaneous home. Many spoke about nostalgic feelings when they think of their 
country of origin, even though most of the research partners have spent the majority of 
their young lives away from their place of birth. To some home is where family is or the 
place of their ancestors. Home can also be the place where one sleeps, where one has 
shelter and can meet basic material needs. Home may also be related to the ability to 
speak the language of a place.  
The young people who worked with me also talked about belonging in varied ways. Yet, 
most of them spoke about the key role that the interactions with people around them play 
 124 
in their sense of belonging and ability to call a place home. When experiences were 
negative, for instance, when some of them faced cases of racism, they started to question 
the possibility of belonging, being accepted and having a home in Australia. So home and 
belonging are conceptualised in multiple ways, opening up possibilities of meanings, 
rather than locking notions within cages of rigid definitions. 
Keeping in mind ideas of open, shifting, non-definite meanings, I now want to discuss two 
central points I believe emerged from the conversations in this section. The first is the 
concept of ‘dwelling in travelling’, which I started exploring in Chapter 3 and the second is 
the idea of ‘being’ in relation to the people around us in constructions of home and 
belonging. 
Home: Dwelling in travelling 
When I think about dwelling in travelling as proposed by Clifford (1992) and Minh-ha 
(2011), an essential word is movement.  
Home for the exile and the migrant can hardly be more than a transitional 
or circumstantial place, since the ‘original’ home neither can be recaptured 
nor can its presence/absence be entirely banished in the ‘remade’ home. 
Thus, figuratively and literally speaking, travelling back and forth between 
home and abroad becomes a mode of dwelling. Every movement between 
here and there bears with it a movement within a here and a movement 
within a there. (Minh-ha, 2011, p. 33) 
Movement entails fluidity, multiplicity as well as non-rigidity. In this manner – here, there, 
home – these three words, move and shift. Someone might be physically in Australia while 
thinking of a home, a here that is in fact thousands of kilometres away. Imaginations travel 
back and forwards between realities, between memories of places that are no longer 
there. While bodies may be firmly placed in a new location, the mind and heart move freely 
between a here and a there, a now and a then. And in these movements, new, fragile 
homes are built.  
As I contended before, the physical movements of peoples are extremely regulated and 
subjected to entangled dominations. Bodies might not be able to move about freely but 
their imaginations, their embodiment of feelings and perceptions of what home means 
have a lot more possibilities to move and shift. In saying this, I do not aim at downplaying 
the importance of physical location or connections to land as fundamental in 
understandings of home and belonging. I agree with Tascon (2004, p. 247) when she says 
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that “land and belonging are deeply imbricated. Land is usually the place where belonging 
is constructed, the material ‘place’ where identity and ontological being are negotiated and 
practised”. Yet, here I want to focus on the idea of movement.  
Despite having found a geographical place to live, constant movements occur, even if 
roots might now be firmly placed in one physical space. In this manner, “the home is here, 
there, wherever one is led to in one’s movement…[and this fluidity serves to offset] the 
notion of home and dwelling as a place and a practice of fixation and sameness” (Minh-ha, 
2011, pp. 30-31).  
And as I dwell on dwelling in travelling, my attention returns to the concept of dwelling in-
between worlds, or in the Borderlands (Anzladúa, 1987). Part of inhabiting the Borderlands 
is the constant movement between the multiple worlds that constitute the research 
partners’ heterogeneous realities. Thus, I believe the travelling between place of birth, 
place of asylum and Australia, as well as travels between cultures, languages, ways of 
knowing and being, are all part of ‘finding home’ in the Borderlands. The young people 
don’t quite belong here, or there, they might belong anywhere, or perhaps nowhere. 
Inhabiting this liminal space of incessant transition, where one is not quite an insider or 
outside either, goes hand in hand with the movement I am talking about here. It is in this 
connection between dwelling in travelling and dwelling in-between, where I see a strong 
connection between Anzaldúa’s and Minh-ha’s theorising on home and belonging. Even 
though Minh-ha and Anzaldúa use different terminology, I believe they both speak about 
in-between spaces, which entail continuous states of transition. 
Home and belonging: Being in relation 
Another point of convergence between Anzladúa’s and Minh-ha’s theories is the idea that 
senses of being in the world(s) are grounded in our interactions with others and the power 
relations within/around the environments where we reside. And it is to this point that I now 
want to turn. As I do this, I stay with Minh-ha, engaging with her readings of refugee and 
migrant experiences. She argues that an essential element of these experiences are 
issues to do with not simply adapting to new environments, but complexities in relation to 
being accepted by dominant groups within host countries (2011, p. 30).  
The problem that prevails then is to be accepted rather than 
accept…Those who succeed in resettling are blamed for usurping the 
work from someone else, and those who fail to secure happiness in their 
adopted homeland are accused of being ungrateful (p. 30).  
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While pondering about Minh-ha’s quote in relation to the research partners’ (and my) 
experiences of belonging/non-belonging, I remember the two questions I posed previously: 
Can they or can’t they call Australia home? Can they cross its symbolic borders? The 
meaning of ‘can’ in these questions is ‘to be allowed to’, rather than ‘being able to’, where 
the ability depends on the individual. Here when I ask, ‘can they’, I mean ‘will they be 
allowed to’ call Australia home and cross its symbolic borders? I see this distinction as 
important in reading the research partners’ experiences and perspectives. Let me draw on 
Anzladúa once again to help me clarify what I mean: 
Borders are set up to define places that are safe and unsafe, to 
distinguish us from them. A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip along a 
steep edge (2012, p. 25). 
Borders for Anzladúa do not only refer to geographical barriers but also to symbolic ones. 
These symbolic borders around the nation we now inhabit were erected long before our 
arrival. They are ever shifting in their boundaries of who is in or who is out, or who is 
‘allowed’ to call Australia home. And these symbolic borders that define inclusion and 
exclusion to norms of ‘Australianness’ are intrinsically connected to claims of land 
ownership and Indigenous dispossession. Tascón (2002, pp.126-127) explains that in 
settler societies such as Australia land becomes an object  
…for fervent attachment and thereby provides the [dominant] group with a 
sense of collective belonging and borders are constructed as that which 
defines the limits of this space of belonging. [These] physical and 
metaphysical constructs[…]justify the exclusion of those outside 'the line'. At 
the national level, these borders not only provide territorial limits; they also 
define who is to be considered to live within, and who is to be excluded.  
What I want to stress here is that, one thing is someone’s wish to call Australia home. The 
other is that this desire may be in direct conflict with the intentions of Australia’s self-
proclaimed ‘locals’ and the symbolic borders ‘they’ draw around the nation. This 
intersection between wanting to belong and feeling accepted is complicated and this 
complexity was evident in the stories. Here, as I make a connection between concepts of 
borders and home/belonging, I want to return to some of my analysis from Chapter 1 of the 
Australian environment and questions surrounding ‘whiteness’. 
Just as I stressed in Chapter 1, I’m against the reduction of whiteness to a homogeneous 
experience. People don’t experience whiteness in uniform ways or simply as a racial 
marker, but as a heterogeneous socially constructed concept that is entangled with class, 
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gender, religion and coloniality. Similarly, I refute the idea that oppression and privilege in 
relation to whiteness are mutually-exclusive or in simplistic binary oppositions. Yet, despite 
whiteness being a non-fixed socially constructed concept, its effects within systems of 
oppressions that operate as a consequence/constituent of it are very much real, with real 
material consequences for real people (Alexander & Knowles, 2005). And with constant 
reminders of whiteness, materiality and social constructedness in mind, I now turn to 
Nicolacopoulos and Vassilacopoulos (2004, pp. 32-33) who encapsulate the ideas I see as 
pertinent for our discussion here: 
In Australia, whiteness is historically and socially constructed through 
processes that at once position Indigenous peoples as non-Australian, 
and designated migrant groups as what we might call ‘perpetual 
foreigners within the Australian state’…Because dominant white Australia 
is unwilling to recognise its occupier status it has had to invoke a suitable 
‘other’ to play the role of legitimating its authority and to alleviate the 
anxiety that the occupation of stolen land produces for an ontologically 
disturbed subjectivity. 
Adding to this concept of ‘disturbed subjectivity’ and ‘suitable others’, Garbutt (2011, p. 4) 
describes how white settlers have come to claim the position of ‘locals’ and occupy 
‘hegemonic subjectivities’ in Australia. He argues that “we settler locals say we belong as 
though we and our culture have naturally emerged from the bounds of this place”. The 
author explains that this claim is historically contingent and grounded on the erasure of 
Indigenous Australians’ prior connection to the land by the legitimisation of terra nullius in 
the national psyche (p. 171). Thus, by occupying a hegemonic position in the nation state, 
a ‘local’ elite has had the ability to draw borders, geographical and symbolic, that 
demarcate spaces where certain groups of people can enter or not. Within these symbolic 
demarcations, the research partners (and me) may also be considered a ‘suitable other’, 
eternal ‘foreigners within’ who may never ‘be allowed’ to enter certain spaces within the 
‘white’ Australian nation.  
While considering the erasure of Indigenous Australians that Garbutt discusses, I start to 
notice how they were almost completely absent in the stories in this chapter. I wonder 
what that might say about the pervasiveness of dominant-white-Australia mind frames. 
And I connect this absence to my own history of settlement in relation to Indigenous 
peoples. When I think about this connection I feel uneasy.  
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From the beginning of my story in Australia, I was moved by the atrocities that colonisation 
inflicted and still inflict on Indigenous peoples. I thought I understood the illusion and lies of 
terra nullius. Yet, for a good part of the 14 years since I migrated to Australia I failed to see 
myself as a colonial settler. For me a colonial settler was a white person who came here a 
long time ago. I was simply a non-white migrant. And because at times I endure some of 
the oppressions that might be linked to this positionality I did not see my complicity with 
the continued colonization and displacement of Australia’s traditional owners. I have only 
recently started to understand some of the complexities of my strange positionality as a 
non-white migrant in a stolen country. I am still not sure how to make sense of all of this. 
And addressing such an enormous issue in depth is outside the scope of this thesis. Yet, 
opening-up conversations about what it means to make home in Australia as a 
migrant/refugee in relation to the dispossession of Indigenous Australians is certainly an 
important point here.  
One aspect I believe to be essential to this chapter is the fact that non-white 
migrants/refugees are socialised into a social system where who holds the power to 
decide if we are allowed to stay or not, if we can belong or not is a dominant class of white 
Australians (Moreton-Robinson, 2003). And this was the very system I came into as I 
migrated to this country. I did not have to ask any of the traditional owners of this land if I 
could please come and stay. I did not have to apply for a visa with them. I did not have to 
be inserted into their institutions and culture(s). I could simply ignore the fact that they 
even exist if I wanted to and I would still be allowed to stay. In contrast, I had to do all of 
these things in relation to the nation-state of Australia and its mainstream group of 
inhabitants. And I could not in any way ignore the fact that the law and all institutions that I 
am now part of are controlled by the people who claim the positionality of ‘real Australians’ 
(Moreton-Robinson, 2003). 
Naturally, I cannot speak for anyone else but myself. Yet, I have the impression that all 
research partners and anyone who migrates to Australia would face similar experiences. 
Indigenous Australians are not part of the invented Australian imaginary and norms that 
new arrivals are exposed to. They are ignored, set aside. They are invisible yet highly 
visible to anyone who enters this country. What I mean is that they are invisible as 
authority figures, as people who one might ask permission when entering their house. The 
problem is that they are not even seen as owners of the house. On the other hand, they 
are ultra-visible as a group of people who I dare say, together with dark-skinned refugees 
and other migrants, are highly visible as misfits, as other, as people out of place (Moreton-
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Robinson, 2003). And sadly, as it is evident from the discourses around home and 
belonging in this chapter, Indigenous peoples of Australia are often not seen as important 
stakeholders in people’s ability to call Australia home. 
Home and Belonging? 
Thoughts about the complications of whiteness and its perverse power in demarcating who 
can or cannot belong to this place called Australia reminds me again of the questions: are 
research partners able to call Australia home? Can they cross its symbolic borders?  
Unfortunately, I cannot quite answer these questions. I am still trying to figure this out, not 
only in relation to their stories, but also in relation to my own experiences. Similarly to what 
most research partners have said, sometimes I feel like Australia is home and sometimes I 
feel it’s not. If the official citizenship, passport and legal permission to stay in the nation-
state were synonymous with home, then I would be at home. But just like the research 
partners, I see home as much more complex than a piece of paper. The emotive layers of 
home, the place where one feels comfortable, safe and accepted, are much more 
ambiguous than the legality of being allowed to stay somewhere. Parallel to the stories in 
this chapter, is also mine, with daily reminders of my foreign status: ‘so where are you 
from? Where are you really from?’ I see this constant feeling of being marked by difference 
as fundamental in our ability to feel at home and to belong. I understand that each of us 
experiences the ‘borders’ around Australia differently and some barriers are harder to 
cross than others and much more difficult for some than for others.  
And I finish without being able to answer the questions I started with. Yet, I have a small 
contribution to offer in defining what home might mean, to the research partners and to 
me. 
My home is made of sand 
but it’s also a turtle shell 
My home is fragile yet strong 
I can move it, I can take it with me 
to the place I might be32 
 
                                            
32 This verse is adapted from a poem I wrote for the article McDowall & Ramos (2017, in press) 
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My home is a bridge 
of ephemeral meanings 
where I cross back and forwards 
connecting worlds 
 
Imagined land 
new space 
liminal place 
 
My home means movements 
between a here and a there 
a now and a then 
between memories of far away and nearby 
 
Negotiation is home 
Dialogue is home 
Contradiction is home 
Material, physical, geographical, 
spiritual, national, metaphorical 
Multiple home… 
Windy days 
I really don’t like windy days, they make me feel uncomfortable and nervous. But I can’t 
control the wind, so I have to learn how to live with it. Writing this chapter has felt like 
strong gusts of wind were about to blow me away. As I type, I see in the research partners’ 
struggles to belong, to find home, a bit of me, as I also attempt to find a space where I can 
dwell, be, know, and speak in this ambiguous place called Australia. I see similarities, but I 
see differences. I think of the impossibility, indeed futility, of homogenising migrant and 
refugee experiences. I see worlds “replete with contradictions, riddled with cracks” 
(Anzaldúa, 2015, p. 74).  
Just like everything else in this thesis, I see definitions and boundaries around concepts of 
home and belonging as fluid and part of constant negotiation modes. Likewise, movement 
is not necessarily related to the physical and concrete.  
The greatest movements occur within the self…for even individuals who 
have not left the nation, region or town in which they were born, have not 
necessarily stayed at home, and if they have stayed at home, it is not 
necessarily the case that they have not moved (Ahmed et al., 2003, p. 7).  
And I see in these movements and negotiations within the self, new fragile ‘homes’ being 
built in spaces in-between, in the Australian Borderlands (Anzaldúa, 2015). 
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As I bring this chapter to an end, I also realise that my mind is much more colonised than I 
have ever expected. Rigid categories and essentialisms are pertinent legacies of 
coloniality within my being. I now start to have a glimpse of nuances and complexities as 
the research partners begin to free themselves from my mental cages. In this process, 
they challenge strict, fragmented categories, ‘the refugee’, the ‘victim’, the ‘other’, the 
‘tramautised’ one.  
While I come to these fluid, ever evolving, partial conclusions, I hear Anzaldúa’s voice, like 
a soft breeze: 
We construct alternative roads, creating new topographies and 
geographies of hybrid selves who transcend binaries…Navigating the 
cracks is the process of reconstructing life anew, of fashioning new 
identities. We use competing systems of knowledge and 
rewrite…identities. Like tender green shoots growing out of the cracks, we 
eventually overturn foundations, making conventional definitions of 
otherness hard to sustain (2015, pp. 82, 84). 
What’s next? 
In this process of overturning foundations and re-writing identities, we continue our travels 
through this thesis experiment. The current chapter and previous ones all function as the 
building blocks to what comes next. They all serve to present the various 
contexts/environments, past and present, that frame and are inseparable from educational 
experiences in Australia. In our next stop we engage with the research partners’ 
experiences of schooling and how those experiences influence their understandings of 
educational success. In chapter 5, the core of their educational narratives are presented 
and in sharing/reading these stories, I set the groundwork for the following chapter where 
the theorising about academic success takes place. 
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Chapter 5:  Liminal experiences:  
Receiving-finding education  
It’s raining outside. I feel distracted. My stomach hurts. I feel annoyed by the distraction 
and struggle to get words onto pages. Overwhelming is the word I’m searching for. I’m 
supposed to write a chapter about the research partners’ educational experiences in 
Australia. I have over 50 pages of text from the inter-views. Everything the people who 
worked with me have said is important. Every word adds something precious to the overall 
story. How to choose what to include and what not to include? I have dealt with similar 
issues throughout this whole thesis writing experience. Yet, today, with the rain outside, 
heavy clouds in the sky, I have clouds in my head too, making everything unclear.  
‘You ought to keep moving’ I thought. Thesis review is creeping up very soon.  
I sit here for a while longer, my body still. I imagine the faraway lands where the seven 
young people who took part in this project were born. I think about how they lived different 
lives and about the complex circumstances that forced each of them to flee their place of 
birth and seek refuge in Australia. I see different paths, unique trajectories of migration 
and how these travels were fundamental elements in each of their childhoods. Picturing 
the intricate paths they took reminds me that their stories of migration are inseparable to 
their stories of schooling. Imagining intricate paths also reminds me about the centrality of 
narratives about how amid various tumultuous situations children sought not only to 
receive an education but to do well academically.  
Following intricate paths, without fixed destinations, the travelling continues in this chapter. 
This time the focus is on the educational stories of each research partner. In some cases, 
the story started in the home country, in others it began in a transit country and in one 
case it started in Australia. The travels narrated here do not take place separately from the 
stories of the two previous chapters but are in parallel and always interconnected with 
histories of migration and arrival in Australia. Just like previously, the travels I speak about, 
are not simply about bodies moving through physical space and arriving at a new place 
but are also connected to movements to new worlds of sense, deeply affecting ways of 
being and knowing (Lugones, 2003). Their told experiences of education also reinforce the 
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concepts of negotiation mode and living in-between realities that I have proposed in 
Chapters 3 and 4. 
In making sense of ‘educational’ travels, I draw on the knowledge created so far in the 
previous chapters and on literature about various aspects of refugee-background students’ 
education in host nations such as Australia. However, as mentioned before, I do not draw 
on literature with the objective of validating what research partners have shared but as 
ways to contextualise their stories within existing research.  Another point I want to bring to 
your attention is that this chapter takes on a slightly different format to Chapters 3 and 4 
where I intervened with individual readings after each narration. In this chapter, I decided 
to act as a narrator to the stories, connecting sections and adding short comments. Once 
the seven stories are (re)presented I will then provide my readings as a link to Chapter 6. 
My handprint is still here through my narration and formatting of the poems but I wanted to 
make space for a flow where the stories take centre stage. I am not saying that in the other 
chapters the stories are not central but here the main portion of what research partners 
shared in the inter-views is (re)presented. These sections of the stories are the core of the 
told educational experiences and provide the narratives behind the theorising on academic 
success in Chapter 6. 
Naarin 
Naarin’s story of schooling starts in her place of birth, Iran. She attended school there until 
Grade 4 when she fled with her family to Turkey. 
In Iran I went to a public girls school  
back home boys and girls are separate 
it was very strict 
 
They teach you Persian because majority of the nation is Persian  
the government is Persian  
they are not allowed to teach you anything in Kurdish 
 
We would do a lot of Maths and Science 
because it’s an Islamic country we would study Koran 
When she describes her first experiences of schooling Naarin speaks of strict punishment 
of students. 
You couldn’t talk back to teachers there 
if you don’t do your homework or something 
they used to have rulers 
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if they’re fed up with you 
they would probably tell you to open your palm  
and hit you with the ruler 
or make you go to the stage, near the door and stand on one leg 
In Turkey Naarin’s life turned upside down and she was no longer allowed to attend 
school. The education she received was improvised at home.  
We started learning the alphabet through the TV 
that’s how we started 
my brother and my dad would go to shops 
get us books and pens 
that was the only education that we had 
When Naarin arrived in Brisbane, Australia, she first went to a transitional high-school 
designed for refugees and migrant children as preparation for mainstream schooling. 
It was frightening because you don’t know anyone in the school 
you face so many different cultures 
you don’t know how to act or react to things 
It is exciting at the same time as you get exposed to different cultures 
I learnt a lot about the Australian culture, but at the same time 
 you get to meet other Middle Eastern, Asians, Indians, Europeans, African people, 
Brazilians 
once the friendships are made you get to keep in touch with a lot of them 
 
I think it was a really good school 
they provided you with all the help you need  
to learn the language and the culture 
 
The school is not primarily based on learning the language  
but understand the history, culture, multiculturalism 
respecting other cultures and opinions  
appreciating where we are  
respect the fact that you do have your own religion.  
 
It was a great school 
one of the main places that has helped a lot of students 
After one semester, Naarin made the transition into a mainstream public high-school in 
inner-city Brisbane.    
I went straight to Year 8 
it was weird 
the academic expectation was a bit higher 
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but at the same time the classes were kind of like similar  
we had people from different backgrounds 
as the years went by we all became more fluent and helped each other 
She speaks about her first experiences at the new school, how scary it was but also 
stresses the importance of connections with other students to feel safe. 
Even though it’s a small school 
it was so much bigger than Milpera  
there’s a lot of fluent people  
let’s say people who speak fluent English and that kind of scares you 
 
The fact I had a Kurdish family friend at the same school  
I didn’t feel so isolated  
my really good friends who were in Milpera 
came to the same school 
then my own siblings came  
and made me feel like OK I’m safe here 
For Naarin, part of the initial hurdles she had to overcome was related to learning English. 
Yet, she explains that with time she started to feel more comfortable and overcome 
barriers.  
Grade 9 I think was my favourite year  
because of my teachers and finally fitting in the system 
as you go on you get to know the teachers 
the school 
the system 
 
I think the language was [difficult] 
I overcame  
by really communicating with a lot of people 
I would speak to the teacher 
get to know them in person 
not just going to class but talking to them 
cause they would know if I was struggling 
they would help me 
if I said something they would correct me 
I wasn’t afraid of it, I was actually grateful. 
When speaking about her favourite subjects at school she highlights the central role of 
teachers in students’ experiences.  
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I started doing accounting when I was in Grade 9  
I fell in love with it  
but then again I think it was the teacher 
making it more fun and realistic 
 
If you like the teacher you wanna go to their class 
because you like them you see yourself in that role 
I wanna be someone like her 
but if you hate the teacher 
even if you love the subject you just gonna hate that subject 
She continues talking about how her school had many good teachers and she praises 
them for their support.  
Good, patient teachers… 
the fact they spent their lunch time 
their full lunch time coming and helping you out  
just because you don’t understand something 
they didn’t have to, but they did and I am so thankful to them 
 
Not only the fact that they do support you  
but they encourage you at the same time 
they tell you their own stories 
like the accounting teacher 
we all thought that she had always been a teacher  
but she started telling us about her story 
 
One day she told us her story  
to let us know that nothing is impossible 
she started with asking this question:  
Do you know those rubbish collecting drivers? I was one of them for years, and one day 
I decided to change my life around and studied, and here I am an accounting teacher, 
you can do it too. Use your limitations to push you to do what you want to do and not to 
stop you from achieving your goals. 
 
They made you believe in your dreams  
and I’m not the only one who would say that 
if you go to other students I think they’ll tell you the same 
As she carries on with her story, Naarin explains how the gap in her education while living 
in Turkey rather than been a hindrance worked as a motivator for her. 
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There was always that fear whether I was going to achieve or not 
but I passed Milpera and went to high-school 
got to grade 10 where everything is a bit more serious 
that’s when you are getting ready for the rest of your academic (life) 
 
I think the four-year gap 
really encouraged me  
not only to catch up but to go OK 
even though I had that gap behind me 
I’m gonna work on it  
make a better future for myself 
 
And here I am completing my Masters at University 
I know also of other students who went to the same school 
[had] trouble catching up  
and now have completed a bachelor degree and or higher 
those who didn’t want to continue are in the workface  
Naarin finishes by saying that the most valuable things she has learned at school in 
Australia are about different cultures. 
I love it 
the way that people think 
the way that people work, play, that adaptability  
whereas back home it would be just one thing, one boring thing 
one system, one language that you will hear, and one culture 
it’s colorful here in Australia 
Mary 
The story of education Mary tells starts in Zimbabwe, the place where she lived for three 
and a half years before migrating to Australia. 
In Zimbabwe I did Grade 5, Grade 6 and one quarter of Grade 7 
when I had started Year 7 that’s when we came 
that was April and they had started in January  
so I had to stop 
 
Somehow the skills I learned in Zimbabwe helped me in Australia 
moving from Burundi, to Tanzania, Mozambique 
like I had skipped 3 or 4 grades  
I never did Year 2, 3 or 4 
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when I did Year 5 it was a little bit hard for me  
I didn’t have all these previous classes 
It was a little bit hard but I still managed to get my way around it  
so maybe I developed a set of skills to be able to transit here 
When Mary arrived in Australia she also went to Milpera for six months and transitioned to 
the same mainstream high-school as Naarin in inner-city Brisbane. Some of the language 
she uses to describe her school environment is similar to Naarin’s and to the other 
students who went to the same school.  
I went to high-school and started in Year 9 
then went all the way into Year 12  
then from Year 12 into uni 
 
I started at high-school in 2010 
it was OK for me 
there were other people from my country  
that spoke the same language  
I felt welcome and as you know  
it’s a very multicultural school  
with almost half of the students being from different countries 
As she describes her school she talks about the importance of teachers and how most of 
them did their best to support students. She also speaks about the benefits of having a 
large English language department at her school.  
They tried to act equally towards everyone  
irrespective of their background 
I received good support throughout high school, definitely 
because they have ESL support  
that was really helpful  
they make sure that I’m on the right track  
that I was receiving adequate support 
 
My favourite subjects were English, social community studies, and business 
I think liking a subject is related to personal preference  
but also having good teachers 
 
With teachers some of them were so nice and others not so nice 
Mary continues by pointing out some of the things she found difficult at the beginning of 
mainstream high-school. 
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Being in the same class with students who were already Australian 
who were born here  
because at that time my English wasn’t that good  
I felt as if I was in a competition with them 
But then I started reading books to develop my English  
I started asking for help 
 
I felt that I was in a competition  
maybe because I felt that their English  
was a way better than mine 
 
If I passed well that would be good  
but I always had this thing in my head  
I wanted to get high marks irrespectively of how hard it was 
 
My idea changed as I started to really develop who I was 
Because I know that I’m not Australian but I can still work hard.  
 
Another thing was fitting into groups  
like clubs, sports clubs or debating club 
I always thought that maybe that was for the smart kids 
I don’t know why  
but then as I developed myself 
I started getting closer to them and asking  
what you have to do to be in the debating group  
or to be in the student council 
I came to find that it wasn’t actually really hard 
I ended up joining.  
Mary then explains why she thought she wasn’t smart at the beginning.  
I didn’t think I was smart mainly because I was new 
I was trying to navigate my way around the community 
I didn’t have that much confidence 
 
Imagine yourself 
you are new 
in a different country 
you have all of these things going around 
you just don’t have that much confidence to approach things 
you think what if this happens  
maybe you came from a hard background with conflict  
you have in your head this thing going on  
like this is not my place  
or I don’t belong here 
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Some teachers might see these kids as not so smart  
but others will not 
it depends on their experience with refugees 
it also depends on the school and their experience with migrants 
some schools are not very experienced  
I think that every school would be different 
She finishes by saying that her educational experience in Australia has a been positive 
one. 
I’d describe (it) as pretty good 
I did receive a lot of support from people  
and being a good student myself  
it has helped me linking to people 
I think that has helped me a lot to build confidence 
Yet, Mary stresses that her story could have been rather different if she had gone to a 
different school. 
At my school 
even though you don’t see many people from your own country  
you still see people who can relate to your experience  
whereas if you go to a different school then it would be different 
you would feel like you are the only one 
who has gone through what you have been through 
Jestor 
Jestor starts his story by talking about language. 
In Burma there were a few languages 
in my area the main language is Chin 
and another one that is influenced by India  
 
The state is near the border between India and Burma 
when I was little I grew up with both languages and also Burmese 
I learned how to read and write in two of these languages 
Then he moves to his experiences of schooling in India, his transitionary home where he 
lived for four years before moving to Australia. During his time in India he attended a 
private boarding school. 
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At the boarding school  
they forced us to speak English  
but you know most of them like 95 or 97% are Indian  
we had to also learn the Indian language, Hindi 
 
So at the school I learned how to read and write in English 
that helped me when I came here 
by the time I came to Australia I pretty much knew English  
but I wasn’t very comfortable with speaking 
He gives the impression of school as extremely strict. 
When you wake up you were only given 15 minutes to get ready 
it’s a Christian school so after 15 minutes  
we went straight to worship 
after that we went for breakfast 
if you missed the specific time you don’t get a chance to eat 
 
After that we went straight to class  
after that there’s another worship 
so you can feel the pressure 
 
If you don’t do things on time you miss everything 
you get punished  
like you stay all day in another room 
the teacher will hit you with a stick and stuff 
Jestor explains how the relationship with teachers and the way to behave as a student in 
India is completely different to Australia. 
If you don’t do your homework and stuff  
you are only given a little punishment or maybe nothing 
In India, I remember you get like a slap 
they were very strict  
even with the uniform, they would even smell the students 
the standards are high over there I suppose 
 
Over here 
if you are with lecturers and you speak with them  
and they ask you a question, you answer them  
and they don’t expect just a short answer 
you have to speak more 
if you don’t do that they’ll think that you don’t get along with them 
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In India when teachers talk to you  
they just expect a short answer 
the only things that they want to hear 
if you speak too much they’ll find it offensive 
He goes on to describe his first day of school in Australia. Jestor went to a preparatory 
school in the outskirts of Brisbane which is attached to the mainstream high-school he 
transitioned into.  
On my first day I was really shy 
I was really shocked  
I found it very easy  
because in India we have like 8 subjects almost every day  
 
When I came here I found that we had like 3 or 4 subjects 
and they were easy 
the main struggle was English 
I was able to catch up but I didn’t do well overall in English 
 
They put me in a class in Grade 10  
but not straight to mainstream 
you have to go first through ESL  
so in Year 11 I went to mainstream 
I found most of the subjects easy 
Even though Jestor found most subjects easy he talks about struggling in his drama class. 
I was really really bad on the first time 
the teacher told us that we had to present some sort of play  
we picked a scene and my first time I was really bad 
I was shy and we did Romeo and Juliet 
I was with a girl and I was really bad 
I didn’t even know what the play was about 
 
But on the second part we did Shawshank Redemption 
we did that one and I sort of improved on it 
He then says that he believes his school gives enough support to students but that many 
refugee-background students have troubles when they transition to mainstream. 
The ESL program is good 
I know it well because I studied it 
but there are a lot of challenges  
because one day you just go to mainstream 
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Some people think they are really good 
they want to jump straight to high school  
but they always fail because everything is sort of different 
In mainstream there’s no extra support 
you are treated as the same 
He continues talking about the struggles of transitioning into the mainstream and explains 
that if students are not ready they have to stay in the English as an Additional Language 
program.  
A lot of people go to mainstream and it’s too much 
When we are in ESL there’s no pressure 
even if you don’t do your work teachers will still clean up your mess 
people think will be the same because they haven’t been on the mainstream 
 
They should at least send the ESL kids to mainstream once in a while  
to make them see how it is 
 
They never do that  
so we don’t know how it is to be in the mainstream 
it is nice to give us courage but sometimes we don’t perform very well 
 
I know this girl, she was doing really bad 
we were in the same class in ESL 
after Grade 10 we were sort of separated  
when we got to Year 11 there were many different classes 
she was put alone so she was sort of scared  
she was doing really bad  
and she blamed it because she was alone in the class 
they were all Australians 
So she went back to ESL the next year 
there were two more people who did the same thing 
Jestor finishes by explaining that in Australia there is a lot of flexibility with pathways after 
school and it doesn’t really matter if students don’t get excellent results in school.  
There’s no pressure in Australia 
yeah there’s pressure sometimes  
but it doesn’t work all the time 
 
Some people don’t study much 
they want to have some sort of skills 
using their hands or different things 
they can be useful after graduating and stuff 
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Even if I don’t get good marks in Year 12  
I can still go to TAFE and then do some things  
and eventually I might end up at uni 
if you are good at studying you’ll still get to uni 
so there’s always other ways of going here 
Gabriela 
Gabriela was very young when she left Burundi so her first experiences of schooling took 
place in Tanzania, in the refugee camp. 
In Tanzania I did up to Grade 10 before I came here 
I moved up classes every year because I passed the exams 
if you fail you have to repeat the class until you pass 
you can even repeat the same grade two or three times 
I found it here very different here 
whether you pass or not you keep going up 
 
We did go to school in the refugee camp  
but it wasn’t a normal school 
it was a place to pass time and keep us busy.  
 
The school in Tanzania was inside the camp 
we used Burundian curriculum 
in Kirundi and French 
 
There were a lot of kids in the classes  
there was nothing else to do in the camp  
so they had to go to school 
otherwise they would be bored 
She migrated to Australia when she was turning 17.  Gabriela attended the same 
preparatory and high-school as Naarin, Mary and Faith, in inner-city Brisbane.  
Most of the kids in Australia finish high school when they are 18 
it was a very big decision  
to let me go to high school in Grade 10. 
 
Those who come from countries that do not speak English 
there is a special school to learn English  
before they can join normal high schools 
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In Year 12, I did diploma in Accounting 
at the same time I had opportunity to do part time Uni 
one course per semester 
this gave me a guarantee entry  
without checking my OP (Year 12 results) 
 
In Year 12 it was a very hard year 
doing fulltime high school 
diploma and part-time Uni 
but it paid off 
Gabriela explains that she had many obstacles to overcome in order to finish high-school 
successfully. 
Having English as a second language  
or third or fourth language  
is really hard  
it was really hard to understand the assignments 
I had to go to homework clubs 
and people tried to explain to us what we’re supposed to do 
  
The other thing was if we had a presentation 
because in my country we don’t do presentations  
so you try to practice  
 
Also research, computers and technology 
knowing how to use computers was a struggle 
in class everyone knows how to type and use Microsoft Word  
and you have no idea 
 
Also fear 
you know like sometimes fear that I can’t do this 
I can’t do that 
I’m not good enough  
but I had to try to overcome it though it is not easy 
She continues by comparing the Australian educational system to what she experienced in 
Tanzania. 
I was happy that there is not corporal punishment here 
in Africa when you are late or you fail you get punished 
beaten so badly by teachers using stick  
if they do to your hands 
you can’t write for the rest of the day  
if it is your behind it will be so painfully to sit 
 146 
it was really harsh, I hated it. 
 
With teachers in Australia  
there are some that I liked 
and some that I didn’t depending on their personalities 
my accounting teacher was my favourite 
I enjoyed her classes 
 
I don’t think that there was anything I hated 
every subject there was something to learn 
something interesting  
She goes on to explain why she thought the accounting teacher was so good. 
It was really hard but the teacher was so helpful 
many of us had English as Second Language 
she tried really hard to help us understand the language 
 
Sometimes the way they treat ESL kids when it’s mainstream class  
it is what differentiates which teacher is good.   
Yet, Gabriela points out that not all teachers were as inclusive. 
Some teachers 
treat them differently  
like “you can’t do it, you don’t understand, your English is no good” 
 
I think it’s really sad 
you’re trying your best 
if you don’t understand  
it’s not because you don’t want to understand 
 
It might be because your background in education is not strong enough 
your English is not developed to the required level  
but they tend not to understand what we went through 
how we are struggling 
they think it’s our fault 
it’s really sad.  
She also recognises that teaching refugee-background students in mainstream 
classrooms is a complex task for teachers. 
It’s not an easy job for teachers 
a kid might be in Grade 11  
but his/her level of education is like a primary student 
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Combining all them together 
needs a lot of adjustments 
sometimes a teacher doesn’t have patience 
 
So imagine if a teacher is teaching in the mainstream 
he/she is supposed to do something in 1 lesson 
sometimes they have to teach in 2 lessons  
so those kids can catch up 
so maybe some teachers think that it’s too hard, complicated 
Another observation about the educational system that Gabriela makes is about streaming 
practices.  
In Maths class you have 5 or 4 levels 
the highest class to the lowest 
but in Africa if you are in same grade  
you will have the same level of maths 
We all had to be in the same class 
they have to push everyone to be on the same standard 
 
If you put them in the lowest level classes in Grade 8 or 9  
that will limit what they will do in Year 11 and 12 
the probability of improving is low 
 
Probably if you put everyone in the same level  
they probably see other people improving 
something to look up to  
so they might work harder and improve 
 
If they know from Year 8  
they will be in the lower class all throughout high school  
they might feel low 
 
I guess it is much better to get a C in higher level  
than an A in lowest classes 
Gabriela discusses problems but overall, she praises her school for being the best in 
Brisbane for students who have English as an additional language.  
Many of the kids are ESL  
and they have a big ESL department 
they have a lot of teachers  
who have experiences working with kids who are still learning English 
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Most schools don’t have that ESL department  
so it’s really hard for the ESL kids to catch up  
with those who were born here 
And as she continues describing her experiences, mixed with observations about her new 
educational system, Gabriela speaks about her parents’ expectations for her and her 
siblings to do well at school. Her parents had especially high expectations for good 
behaviour. 
My parents expected us to do well 
do our very best at school, good behaviour 
 
In Burundi/Tanzanian camp 
if you do something wrong instead of getting suspended  
they take the percentage of your behaviour mark  
 
So here my parents expected me  
and my young sister and brothers to get As in behaviour 
and As on efforts.  
 
They don’t care as much if we get Cs in subject achievements 
as long as we passed  
but As for behaviour, no excuse for that 
She adds that her family has always been supportive and believed in her even when she 
doubted herself. 
They encourage and support me 
when I was in Year 12 it came the opportunity to do the part time uni  
and I was like maybe if I do it will be too much 
I didn’t feel like I could do it 
 
And my brother was like  
you are smart enough to do it, you should do it.  
 
My family has been very supportive 
they supported me getting into Uni.  
Gabriela ends by moving forward to the point where she is now. She finished her 
accounting degree two years ago but she is yet to find a job in her area.  
I expected to get a job when I graduated  
but I didn’t get it 
it was a big disappointment  
but I’ll still keep on trying 
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I’ll see if I can get some work experiences to improve my chances 
yeah that was a big disappointment 
I still have my current job to keep me busy and get me some dollars 
Faith 
Faith begins by talking about the Congolese educational system where he experienced his 
first years of schooling before fleeing to Malawi. 
The system of education in Congo is quite different 
it’s a French country 
There I did all of my education for primary school 
unfortunately with war  
there was nothing that could really be done well 
 
The country was corrupted  
you could have that courage to go to school  
even achieve good marks  
but due to corruption  
we could somehow be dragged down  
that was something that was really affecting me in class 
 
There’s nothing free 
the government builds schools but you have to pay 
that situation was very difficult 
for our family and many families 
finding enough money in a family of 9 kids 
 
what you had to do was normally to pay for the older ones  
cause you have to take them first 
If it doesn’t work they will normally take the one  
who is really performing well at school 
if he or she succeeds in life they can help or even pay for their brothers.  
In his case Faith is the 5th child and he would have had to stay at home.  
But my parents had a belief  
education was the best gift for us  
the life they were living was really difficult 
they had to struggle for us to study 
 
He had to cancel his plans and anything for his life  
to make sure that at least we got education 
even if we couldn’t really eat well 
they were really making sure that we would go to school 
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He continues by describing his education in the camp in Malawi and his efforts to be 
educated despite unfavourable conditions. 
In the camp 
I was really focused on education 
more than most things 
 
So I had to do my own research 
I was kind of looking for books 
basic books that teach things 
translating from French to English 
 
I was lucky enough that in the grace of god  
I was really doing well 
although I was in a country where French wasn’t their language 
in Malawi we had to learn a new language  
they speak Chichewa 
 
When I learned how to speak that language  
I could go to school  
but I couldn’t really go to secondary school 
even if I was already starting secondary school in my country 
I had to go back to primary school  
He was quite disappointed to be forced to go back levels but something remarkable 
happened when he finished primary school.   
For those who perform 
if you got like high distinctions  
they will send you to a boarding school 
 
Graciously I performed well 
I was lucky enough to be selected 
when I went to boarding school  
my life was quite changed  
cause I was a refugee person and in the camp 
 
It was not really easy for a person living in a camp  
to be selected to that level 
it was really strange 
it wasn’t easy 
it wasn’t common 
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Unfortunately I couldn’t really continue for long  
cause we needed me to pay something 
 
The government only pays for the first semester 
so after I finished my first semester 
I couldn’t really afford the price 
 
The money wasn’t really there 
cause we lived in the camp  
we couldn’t have any source of money 
 
Then I went back to the camp 
I had to study again in the local school 
it felt like it was taking me back  
again and again  
I couldn’t really progress 
 
So I had to keep studying little by little 
 
It was fortunate when the UNHCR selected our family  
to be taken to Australia 
And he finally arrived in Australia, where he went to the same preparatory high-school and 
Brisbane inner-city school as Gabriela, Naarin and Mary. 
I really appreciate  
I got a good base at the ESL high-school 
they prepared us to go to mainstream high school 
 
I had to start in Year 10 
at the last semester of the year  
and I had good achievements 
which was really strange 
cause I know that English was not my first language 
 
The system itself was totally different  
I had to also work that out  
until I went to Year 11 
 
My English was then growing little by little  
but I was not only relying on what I was getting from school  
but trying to find out even out of school 
Similarly to the other students who attended these particular schools, Faith praises their 
supportive environments.  
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I really think that the system into place 
gave me a fair chance 
 
When I went to high-school  
I had this thought 
I really just wanted to make it to university 
 
I knew that I could in some point out in the future 
Maybe 
I was just not sure how I would do that 
but there I could just meet with my teachers 
they could really offer me advice 
really encourage me and give me hope 
 
“Actually, there is a good chance for you to go to university 
if you do this, what you are doing right now,  
you are really doing well” 
 
So that really encouraged me 
He speaks about mostly positive experiences with teachers in his high-school. Yet, he also 
talks about rumours that other students did not have similar experiences.  
I’ve had good teachers who used to encourage 
who used to tell us good things 
combined with some fun things  
could take you to main point of what they are teaching 
so you can feel like you are enjoying that subject 
 
But I’ve heard some of other information 
they could be like: I hate this teacher for this reason 
so I’ve heard those things from different people 
Faith explains that even though he liked most of his classes at times he had troubles with 
feelings of exclusion.  
There were some classes where I could just be 
well I don’t really feel this good 
you just feel like 
you are not really part of the class 
 
You are just accessing some things 
you start to feel excluded  
from what’s happening in the class 
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I had those feelings at certain times 
I knew that if I really let this feelings overcome  
I will really lose my marks 
I will really lose my focus 
so I had to try as much as I could 
Faith also describes how dealing with the workload at the same time as negotiating family 
expectations was one of his main obstacles. 
Sometimes I didn’t have time to do the homework 
I had to spend a lot of hours in the train 
instead of doing my things 
 
Coming from school around 3 
arriving home around 5 
when will I eat?  
when will I do my homework?  
when will I talk to the family?  
when will I sleep?  
that was a problem 
 
I found that the family was always blaming 
I think you don’t do anything at home 
you just come from school 
eat and do your homework 
what else do you do here?  
 
That really affects you somehow 
you start thinking about 
what can I do?  
what can I do? 
You have Maths homework 
you have Chemistry homework 
the teachers expect you to bring it tomorrow 
and you still have your English thing  
and other subjects are still awaiting you 
maybe for Biology you have to collect insects and things for experiments 
 
Are you going to do your homework for 30 minutes? 
all of this homework?  
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You could do it if you were really the best in that class 
if you really understood everything 
but first you are still facing this problem at school itself  
cause you can’t really understand everything 
language is a barrier 
 
So you need to take your time really slowly for you to understand 
For him to overcome this problem, he had to talk to his family because he found it easier 
than trying to explain his situation to the teacher. 
You can’t explain to the teacher 
 all of these sorts of things 
they will tell you 
well that is your business!  
 
So I had to make sure I was really managing things 
and I was always doing my things during the weekends 
 
Most people would say 
it’s the weekend now 
I have to relax but for me they were still useful days 
I had to really use them for my education 
 
And I had these questions from some students 
Don’t you get tired of reading so many things?  
Everywhere I see you have to read 
you have to do something 
you are always busy 
but then I would go  
well, I understand my situation 
Coming to terms with his grades and finding a sense of belonging at school were also 
challenges for Faith at the beginning. 
Making sure I achieved good marks in the subjects  
was another challenge 
I could take myself back 
I used to get these good marks in Africa 
now I’m getting these 
I had to be patient 
instead of having this worry  
about following this performance 
I need to perform the way I’m proud of 
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So whenever I could get maybe an A I was satisfied 
get a B satisfied 
C satisfied 
making sure that I’ve done my effort 
this is not the end of days 
a satisfaction of having faith  
that I’ll still do something greater than this 
tomorrow will be a different story 
as long as my focus is still on success, change and good 
 
Sometimes it’s just like you are new to everything 
using the computers 
using the technology 
even with the writing 
you’ll still feel lost because everything is new 
 
Even if you have the knowledge 
you know the Maths  
but there’s something that is still dragging you down 
that you still don’t know 
you start thinking that I don’t belong here 
that was what I was always thinking 
 
I had to look at my surroundings 
I knew well they are expecting me to be this way 
I have to know how to behave 
how to conduct 
how to perform 
how to do things 
 
At least I started to pass and feel like I was belonging 
Despite challenges Faith finishes high-school and as he was about to start a degree in 
Engineering, he decides to make a change and follow his passions.  
I was going to study Engineering 
I did start it in Year 12 
I went for the part-time program at University 
it was for one year 
if you succeeded it  
you were selected to start university straight away 
 
Unfortunately I found that engineering 
I didn’t really fall in love with it 
I was just looking for something 
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hands on community 
doing something that really can benefit someone’s life  
spiritually and physically 
 
The reason why I chose nursing  
was cause I know that I will be working in hospitals 
working with patients 
encouraging them 
 
I was just told by someone 
I think that engineering should be good for you 
there’s good money  
 
I said no, no 
I’m not looking for money 
I’m looking for helping someone 
  
I understand there’s good money in public health 
I understand there are some decent jobs 
I know I’ll get a good payment  
but at least I’m having hands on something 
helping other people 
Danny 
Danny left Burundi as a toddler so all his schooling before arriving in Australia took place 
in the camp, in Tanzania. 
In the school there were lots of kids 
it was very different to here 
we all stayed in the same class 
 
In Africa you need to achieve 50% 
if you don’t pass you have to stay and repeat 
 
As he remembers his schooling Danny compares the schools in Tanzania and Australia. 
The content is very different 
and we learn French 
the only thing I can say is the same is Maths 
the rest of things are different 
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The teaching is very very different 
if you come to school late  
they would beat you with a stick 
Tanzania was stricter 
 
The building was very different 
you stay in the same class 
it was very poor  
there’s no doors or windows 
the windows are open 
you can’t close or open them 
yeah and there’s no lights 
only the blackboard, no technology 
 
I think I liked Tanzania better  
but I’m not sure  
because here if you don’t do the work it doesn’t matter  
but there if you don’t do the work they put pressure on you 
here you can do anything you want, you don’t have to do it.  
When he arrived in South-East Queensland, in the outskirts of Brisbane, Danny finished 
primary school for one year and then went to Grade 7 at the same school as Jestor. 
Before starting high-school he first had to go to a preparatory school to improve his 
English. 
I stayed there for a few months 
we also had ESL support in high-school 
we receive support until we finish 
 
I kind of remember my first day of school 
I felt scared, nervous 
I didn’t know anything 
I was just sitting there 
I was about 11 or 12 
He describes how different the preparatory school was to mainstream high-school. 
The ESL teachers would help you understand  
in the mainstream teachers just let you do the work 
they don’t help 
but I felt ready to go to mainstream  
I didn’t need extra support 
 
I think teachers in the mainstream treat everyone the same 
I think teachers are fair 
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the support was enough 
at least for me it was enough 
Danny also talks about teachers as a central part of his schooling experiences. 
I had some good teachers 
I remember this one teacher, in History class.  
the way she explained 
the way she put effort in teaching us  
made her a good teacher 
 
I had some teachers that were not so good  
like they would scream for no reason, no patience 
if someone makes noise they would just scream, yeah 
He goes on to describe some of the things he found difficult at school. 
I watched a lot of cartoons to improve my English quick 
writing and spelling were the hardest things 
in my country I knew how to write  
I think that made it easier because I knew words 
in my language we use the same alphabet as in English 
 
I didn’t really ask for help or went to homework clubs 
I felt like I could do it by myself 
I would only ask for help if I was stuck 
sometimes I would ask my friends for help 
and I always managed to pass 
I managed to catch up with the content 
 
I listened in class but sometimes I felt sleepy  
so I didn’t pay too much attention.  
Danny concludes by explaining that he knew he didn’t want to go to university after 
finishing high-school and because of that he didn’t have to choose OP subjects33. 
People who do OP want enough points to go to uni  
I decided to do ranking because I didn’t want to go to uni 
it was an easy decision for me  
because I didn’t want to go to uni 
                                            
33 An OP or overall position is a student’s position in a state-wide rank based on their overall achievement in 
Authority subjects. Students are placed in one of 25 OP bands from OP1 (highest) to OP25 (lowest). 
Authority subjects are based on syllabuses that have been approved and issued by the Queensland 
Curriculum and Assessment Authority. OP ranking is a common selection devices used by the tertiary sector 
(QCAA, 2017). 
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I finished high-school in 2013 
 
After finishing school  
I went to do a diploma in building design 
I didn’t like it 
now I’m doing warehousing, a diploma 
I’m also trying to get a forklift license 
I think it’s better because I actually like it 
I find it easier to do 
Alejandra 
Alejandra’s story is slightly different to the other research partners because she arrived in 
Australia as a toddler. Her very first experiences of schooling took place in Brisbane and 
she starts by comparing her initial experiences to those of her older sister. 
My sister, she was starting Year 2  
that was hard for her  
she was in primary school  
had to learn English  
and she was an ESL student 
 
In that particular school it wasn’t very multicultural 
so people like pointed at her 
asked why do you have dark skin and that kind of thing 
 
I think for her, it made her a lot more shy 
a lot more self-conscious 
I think I had the benefit of not having to worry about that  
like she did 
She talks about her first memories at kindergarten and about hating the experience.  
I hated kindy 
I was like 3  
I chucked tantrums everyday 
I didn’t want to go 
I think I stressed my mum so much 
so she ended up taking 6 months off with me at home  
so that I could like calm down 
I would like unpack my bag everyday 
I’m not going… 
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During that period at home, her mum taught her how to read and write in Spanish. 
Alejandra sees this experience as an important foundation for her future academic 
achievements. 
My parents felt like aw  
there’s no point in not letting them talk Spanish 
once they go to school they will pick up English 
it will be harder for them to get Spanish  
so she made me start reading and writing in Spanish  
when I was 3 at home 
 
Reading and writing was not like a chore 
it was something that I have always done  
so by the time I got to school 
I could already read and it made everything else so much easier  
I was open to read more and picking up more stuff  
I think that really really helped 
being able to read from a young age 
Alejandra goes on to talk about some of her experiences at a predominantly white primary 
school.  
In primary school 
at lunch I’d take out like frijoles and cheese you know 
and like a tortilla 
then people would go what’s that? Eew! 
Is that Nutella?  
No, it’s not Nutella 
l felt very defensive about my food 
 
At that school I was like the only non-white kid there 
like lunch time was the only time  
that actually made a difference for me 
I hated lunch time  
cause it was time to bring the lunch out  
 
Then I went to another school in year 4 
it was so multicultural 
you had kids from everywhere 
 
At lunch everyone would take out their food 
it would be like all different 
no one cared cause they were used to it  
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I guess that was really good 
I really liked it there 
cause there were a lot of kids  
who came from different backgrounds 
After primary school Alejandra was accepted at one of the most prestigious state schools 
in Queensland. She explains: 
If you want to go to a school 
outside of your catchment area  
you just have to like apply 
through academic merit  
or sporting  
or music  
or something 
 
Because I wanted to go to that high school 
and because it’s quite a popular school to go to 
I had to do like an academic test 
that’s how I got in 
She talks about doing well academically and how her parents support paid such an 
important role. 
I think I did pretty well 
yeah, I think I did well 
 
With like English 
I read so much 
my parents really encouraged it 
 
When I had homework 
my mum always felt really bad because she couldn’t help me 
she didn’t know what they were asking 
she always felt really bad 
so they encouraged us to read lots of books 
they would buy whole series for us 
it was really encouraging  
Alejandra finishes by sharing how the refugee experience has influenced her academic 
life. 
It definitely made me really interested in History 
especially in Year 11 and 12 
I took Modern History  
and we were learning about things like dictatorship 
 162 
peaceful movements and against governments  
and all that kind of stuff  
I found that really interesting 
 
In Year 10  
we learned about the Cold War  
I was like wow  
because it was kind of like the context  
of the conflict in the 80s 
 
I always heard it from my mum and dad’s perspective  
which was really micro 
and learning about the Cold War 
how like Russia and the US fought 
I really like that, contextualizing everything 
I had a personal connection 
 
I think that it kind of made me appreciate more  
like the benefits of education 
I just saw other people at school  
who were just like oh yeah 
I just do this  
but there wasn’t as much pressure to do well 
Making sense of the stories  
The flickering lights of my computer are perverse. I am still sitting here, staring at words, 
not knowing how to make sense of the educational stories I have flashing before my eyes. 
In talking about their experiences, research partners spoke about many pre- and post-
migration aspects of their lives that affected their education. In this process, some of them 
expanded their analysis to broader issues that impacted not only their education but also 
those of other students of refugee-background.  
So many words all around. 
The rain begins to clear. 
Slowly clouds start to fade from the sky and from my mind. 
After a long while I begin to see threads jumping from the pages as I compare the seven 
stories. I understand that there are particularities in each narrative and I am not ignoring 
specificities. Yet, in this section, I decide to focus on four common threads across the 
seven stories. Here my intention is not to compartmentalize the stories into four categories 
as if they were separate entities. The four threads I am talking about are in no way 
separate from each other or work in silos but are like borderlands through which research 
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partners move in and out. They neither represent fixed walls around their stories but are 
one among many possible ways in which I could have chosen to read what they had to 
say.  
The influence of pre-migration factors to educational experiences in Australia. 
The recognition of how vastly different educational systems students knew were to 
what they encountered in Australia. 
Difficulties in transitioning to mainstream schooling. 
The importance of relationships with school environments, family and the self in 
educational experiences. 
I ask myself what these four threads might mean for the pictures taking shape in this 
thesis. I think these threads just like lines sewing pieces of fabric together, string – loop – 
pass through – pass into – make way through this thesis’ fabric. The threads aid the 
creation of meanings from travelling tales, they bring together common elements in 
complex plots.  
As I pose questions about these four threads, I decide to go back to my notes. In this 
process, I sift through piles of articles, endless folders in my computer. I finally find the 
notes I had in mind. I read them carefully and recognise important connections between 
the stories and previous research. I see a special link between the threads I identified and 
the need to take into consideration a complex set of ecological factors during pre- and 
post-migration when looking into the educational experiences of refugee-background 
students (Hamilton & Moore, 2004; Rutter, 2006). I agree with these authors that when 
analysing the educational experiences of students, it is vital to focus on multi-layered 
environments (past and present) as, for example, the family, community, school, and 
national/international broader societies.  And here I think again about multiple worlds, 
negotiation modes and students living in-between complex realities (Anzaldúa, 1987; 
Lugones, 2016).  
Interruption: Pre-migration experiences 
Fleeing homelands 
Multiple situations 
Voices sound broken 
They speak of 
Instability 
Urgency 
Uprootedness 
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Pain 
Interruption. 
No access to education 
Numeracy, literacy 
Interruption. 
First language development 
‘how to be a student’34 
Interrupted.35  
All these situations and interruptions that took place before research partners migrated to 
Australia might have different yet parallel effects on students once they are placed into 
mainstream classrooms in their new host country (see Chapter 1).  The important thing to 
remember here is that even with one particular aspect of refugee children’s experiences, 
namely, interruption to schooling, many layers of complexity exist. This complexity reminds 
me that experiences must not be simplified, generalised or reduced to simplistic 
explanations (Naidoo, 2015; Uptin, Wright, & Harwood, 2016).  
Research partners certainly spoke about their time away from formal education as an 
obstacle they had to overcome as they attempted to ‘catch-up’ to their peers in Australia. 
However, instead of looking at educational ‘gaps’ as a hindrance, they preferred to 
describe them as motivators. Research partners spoke of how vital completing education 
was to their worldviews and interruptions to their formal education were depicted as one of 
the hurdles they had to deal with in their trajectories. In doing so, I believe students 
expressed a “strategic view about education in which they are central agents” and where 
they worked with constraints in making moves towards achieving their goals (McPherson, 
2007, pp. 128-129). 
In making moves to access education 
language and literacy 
were central 
linguistic ‘advantage’ 
significant 
While I believe most research partners experienced some kind of linguistic ‘advantage’36 in 
their trajectories, this should not take away from all the hurdles they had to overcome to 
                                            
34 (Hatoss, O’Neill, & Eacersall, 2012; Windle & Miller, 2012).  
35 Interrupted schooling is reported as a possible major hindrance for academic development in host 
countries among refugee-background students (Naidoo, 2011; Windle & Miller, 2012). 
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complete their schooling in Australia. Yet, I identify linguistic development as an important 
element that possibly served as a boost in balancing some of the other layers of 
disadvantage students suffered throughout their schooling. 
Linguistic development 
together with social class 
important elements 
within 
layers of disadvantage/privilege 
in shaping educational experiences 
I understand that it is hard to make definite assumptions about social classes from what 
the research partners chose to share. Yet, most of them suggested to have been part of a 
middle class in their host countries before the events that forced them to flee.  
Social positioning and access to funds 
Influential  
Determining  
access to education  
in the home nation and in transit countries37 
Among research partners there were vast differences in access to education even though 
most of them might have been originally positioned as middle class. I want to emphasise 
that the very different ways in which they accessed education during pre-migration stages 
of their lives should serve as another reminder that it is impossible to homogenise the 
‘refugee’ experience as it is done so frequently within research, policies and dominant 
discourses.  Zeus (2010, p. 267) reminds us that “the ‘refugee experience’ is thought of as 
being generalisable, and all too often the entire global refugee population is given blanket 
characteristics in what has become a refugee narrative”.  
Here I aim to disrupt this narrative. 
                                                                                                                                                
 
36Even though everyone (apart from Alejandra) experienced interruption to their formal education to some 
extent, all of them were literate in their first language. Not only that but all research partners were familiar 
with the Roman alphabet and everyone besides Naarin, were either literate in a Romance language or in 
English as it was the case with Mary and Jestor. Language Acquisition research supports the view that 
literacy in L1 (native language) is a fundamental aspect determining acquisition of additional languages to a 
proficient level, especially academic language (Miller & Windle, 2010). And local language proficiency is 
considered a major factor determining students’ ability to do well academically in host countries (Watkins, 
Razee, & Richters, 2012). 
37 (Zyngier, 2011; Ramsden & Taket, 2013). 
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I am convinced that there are as many ‘refugee’ experiences as there are refugees. I 
recognise that there are many commonalities within narratives, yet no two experiences are 
the same. Also, on the note of social class, I consider it impossible to read this social 
marker separately from race and gender. All of them contribute to people’s positionalities 
in the worlds they inhabit (Lugones, 2003). And positionalities affect not only access to 
education but also the multitude of elements that constitute each student’s worlds.  
 ‘What else?’ I ask myself. I go back to my notes. ‘Oh yes, age of arrival and refugee 
experiences.’   
Older siblings struggling academically 
Strong correlation between age 
And ability  
to adapt 
to learn English38 
BUT 
Pre-migration refugee experiences 
not necessarily as obstacles to academic success 39 
When talking about interrupted schooling, research partners talked about their refugee life 
experiences as motivators to do well at school. Some of them even considered their 
refugee experiences as equipping them with sets of skills such as the ability to deal with 
adversity which helped in their schooling. Research partners described education as 
presenting real and feasible opportunities to build positive futures for themselves and their 
families. I read this drive to do well-academically as connected to a desire to make families 
proud and to a certain extent pay back for the sacrifice parents made so that the kids 
could have a better future in Australia. Their motivation may also be connected to a desire 
to “actively negotiated their circumstances” to improve their quality of life and construct 
identities “that go beyond that of victim” (Uptin et al., 2016, p. 4).  
In going beyond the construction of victim 
I believe research partners resist 
They make moves 
not to focus on trauma  
as central 40 
                                            
38 These correlations are also similar to research in the area of Language Acquisition which sees age as a 
critical factor in the acquisition of additional languages (Miller & Windle, 2010). I also connect age of arrival 
to the fact that the older the child is when they transition to mainstream schooling the higher the academic 
demands are as opposed to early childhood education or primary school (Hatoss et al., 2012). 
39 Contrasting what the vast majority of studies on refugee education suggest. 
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They resist 
“over simplifying the histories of refugee youth”41  
When I talk about the avoidance of trauma as a central element in the stories, I do not 
want to down play the trauma the young people who worked with me most certainly have 
endured in their lives. And research partners most definitely talked about trauma even if 
not always in direct ways. Yet, what I consider to be significant here is that they did not 
make trauma the main part of their stories. They did not seem interested in defining 
themselves by trauma. 
They focused their attention in describing themselves as agentic subjects not simply 
as passive, traumatised beings. 
I read over the paragraphs I have just put together. I think about pre-migration experiences 
and how they might have influenced the students’ academic experiences in Australia. I see 
all those experiences and descriptions of environments as interconnected, as relational, as 
adding to intricate circumstances that nurtured and facilitated the positive outcomes the 
seven research partners encountered in their schooling. The more I engage with the 
stories, the more I become convinced that there is no single factor that explains what 
students experience throughout schooling. For me, a complex combination of 
environmental and personal/relational aspects is at play and influence refugee-background 
students’ academic outcomes. 
Adapting-struggling-acting: New educational environments 
They all spoke 
about 
vastly different previous educational systems 
Strict school environments 
Corporal punishment as common practice 
Relation to authority 
How to be a student 
Behavioural expectations  
 
‘To adapt’  
once again 
                                                                                                                                                
 
40 Also contrasting to large body of refugee education literature. See for instance Cameron, Frydenberg, & 
Jackson, 2011; Cameron & Melbourne, 2011; Hoddinott et al., 2007; MacNevin, 2012; Mbano, 2012; Naidoo, 
2009; Ramsden & Tacket, 2013). 
41  (Uptin et al., 2016, p. 3) 
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a key verb in the narratives 
Everything was new 
new surroundings 
ways of doing things at school 
A painful process 
that time,  
understanding the system and expectations 
alleviated but did not erase 
Navigating and succeeding in a new school environment is not only about mastering a 
new language and following the content being taught (Dumenden, 2012). Schools are 
imbedded within dominant cultures, so students who enter the Australian educational 
system are expected to be familiar with codes of behaviours that are particular to its 
mainstream cultures (Uptin, Wright, & Harwood, 2013). To newly arrived students of 
refugee-background (as well as to other minorities), the Australian educational cultural 
‘codes’ are often completely foreign and they might feel like “fish out of water” (Dumenden 
& English, 2013, p. 1078). The ‘fish out of water’ sentiment is probably a good description 
of students who are ‘inserted’ into an educational system with pre-existing social patterns 
which are usually alien to them (Keddie, 2012). Within this process schools and teachers 
often fail to recognise matters of school culture literacy and mistakenly associate students’ 
difficulties with behavioural ‘problems’ or other ‘deficit’ issues such as learning disabilities 
(Keddie, 2012). And these deficit practices place students of refugee-background at an 
unfair disadvantage because their behaviours are many times pathologised while the 
diversity and complexity of their cultural backgrounds are ignored.  
As I think  
About ‘adaptation’ 
About transition 
Disadvantage and complexity 
Are two words stuck in my head like glue  
Moments of transition 
From preparatory centres 
students of refugee-background 
transition to mainstream schools42 
sometimes with minimal English instruction 
                                            
42 For more on discussions about mainstreaming processes for refugee-background students see Dumenden 
and English, 2013; Miller, Mitchell, and Brown, 2005; Naidoo, 2011; Taylor and Sidhu, 2012; Weeks, Phelan, 
Macfarlane, Pinson, and Francis, 2011. 
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Many students 
transition  
before they had enough time 
to develop necessary knowledge 
to ‘survive’ in Australian schools43  
While most research partners praised the schooling they received at the preparatory 
schools they attended before moving to mainstream schools, they also recognised how 
difficult the transition was and that many other students cannot cope with the process. 
They spoke about fear and feelings of inadequacy as they compared themselves to their 
Australian born peers who were proficient in English. Here I wonder what ideas 
surrounding competition – the concept that students have to compete with one another 
might tell us. I do not have the space to respond to this now. Let us leave ‘competition’ 
lingering in the air, as a provocation, a point of reflection, that will be carried to the next 
chapter.  
Relationships: School environments, family and self 
They spoke 
the importance of relationships 
with 
school environments 
families 
themselves 
 
They spoke 
challenges 
yet 
positive educational experiences in Australia 
 
They spoke 
immediate environments 
constructive relationships 
as key factors 
fostering positive academic outcomes44 
                                            
43 (Matthews, 2008). 
44 A number of refugee education researchers present similar views on the centrality of immediate social 
environments in educational experiences (McBrien, 2005; McPherson, 2007; Rutter, 2006; Uptin, Wright & 
Harwood, 2016). 
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Research partners described the support systems in place at their preparatory and 
mainstream schools as fundamental in their ability to complete their secondary 
education45. They praised the good base the preparatory schools provided, not only in 
terms of English language development but also cultural and content knowledges. When 
describing their mainstream schools, research partners mostly spoke of inclusive 
multicultural environments with established English as an Additional Language 
departments.  Within the school environments, they also recognised the central role that 
teachers play in students’ experiences and spoke tenderly about some of the great 
teachers who inspired and encouraged them to do well academically46. Overall, the 
students commended the support they received at their schools but pointed out that not all 
schools would offer the same level of support. In reading their comments, I do not see as a 
coincidence the fact that all research partners (apart from Alejandra) attended high-
schools which are well-known in Queensland for their work with migrant and refugee-
background students. 
They spoke 
Schools where 
students 
were valued as individuals 
with rich prior life experiences 
who have a contribution to make 
more than mere helpless victims of the system 
Students were given a sense of ownership 
Welcomed  
Made feel safe. 47 
‘Was it all positive then?’ The voice within asks loudly. 
‘Of course not’, I respond slightly annoyed with her intrusion to my line of thought. 
Despite the general positive tones in describing their schools, some research partners 
spoke about issues that might affect students negatively in their school environments. 
They expressed particular concerns over deficit views and attitudes towards refugee-
                                            
45 The crucial role played by support systems in the school environment for refugee-background youth has 
been widely recognised in many previous studies (Cassity & Gow, 2005; Dumeden, 2012; Ferfolja & Vickers, 
2010; MacNevin, 2012; Mosselson, 2007; Naidoo, 2015). 
46 The centrality of teachers in creating positive or negative educational experiences for refugee-background 
students has also been well documented (Exposito & Favela, 2003; Hek, 2005; Oikonomidoy, 2010; 
Roessingh, 2006). 
47 The positive school characteristics research partners described are similar to other narratives about good 
practices in refugee-background education in Australia (Keddie, 2012; Matthews, 2008; Miller, 2009, 2011; 
Miller & Windle, 2010; Naidoo, 2011; Windle & Miller, 2012). 
 171 
background students.  For example, Mary believes that some teachers might misread 
refugee-background students as not smart. She considers this issue as predominantly a 
question of experience. The more schools and teachers have experience working with 
refugee-background students, the more prepared they are to support these students 
adequately. Gabriela also expressed her concerns about deficit views from teachers and 
believes they often do not have an understanding about students’ backgrounds and how 
hard they are trying. Gabriela, however, recognises how challenging it is for teachers to be 
inclusive when they have so much going on in class. She also made important remarks 
about structural deficit practices that result from streaming students. Gabriela sees these 
practices as hindering students’ possibilities as they are labelled early on as belonging to 
deficit.48 
‘How about friendships?’ The voice interrupted me again. 
‘Oh yes, I almost forgot about friendships.’ 
While still talking about the relationships within the school environment most research 
partners spoke about the importance of friendships for their sense of belonging and 
ultimately well-being at school. They spoke about friendly connections as significant in 
helping them to feel safe and in avoiding social isolation. And here I think of Anzaldúa’s 
words once again, stressing the centrality of everything around us in shaping lived 
experiences. “We are not just the individual or material arbol de la vida49 that is our life; we 
are also las cosas y gente que pasan a nuestros alrededores50”  (Anzaldúa, 2015, p. 82). 
And perhaps within research partners’ lives, the most intimate relationships that influenced 
their experiences of education took place in relation to families and to themselves.  
Family 
Encouragement 
Family 
In-between 
When talking about family influence, Alejandra explained that even when her parents were 
not able to help academically with things like homework, they encouraged her and 
provided her with emotional support. She also spoke of how her parents made reading 
                                            
48 Similar issues related to deficit attitudes from teachers and unprepared school environments were raised 
in the studies I have cited above (see footnotes 44, 45 and 46) 
49 Spanish for ‘tree of life’ 
50 Spanish for ‘the things and people in our surroundings’ 
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and learning part of her routine from early on and that she saw this mind set as influential 
in her academic development. On the other hand, Faith talked about being in-between his 
family and school as he struggled to meet expectations from both ends. Even though 
these two experiences were quite different, they exemplify the intimate impact that families 
may have on students’ academic lives51.  
 ‘How about their relationship with their inner selves?’ The voice annoyingly interrupted my 
writing again. 
Self-determination 
Spiritual faith 
two common elements 
Acting as enablers 
fostering 
senses of agency 
Here I think of hooks’ writings about self-determination in relation to inner strength and 
spirituality. She says that “students who are self-determining assume responsibility for 
their learning…understanding the inner life, they have a sense of what is sacred that 
emerges from their own process of self-realization” (hooks, 2010, p. 150). I find that to a 
certain extent, for the students who spoke to me, education is something sacred that 
represents hope and possibility. And part of their experiences in schools was working with 
their inner-selves in search for strength and motivation to keep fighting for what they 
wanted to achieve.  
How do the stories and initial analysis contribute to theorising academic 
success? 
I thought the clouds were clearing. To my surprise, the wind started blowing in the 
opposite direction. With the wind, the clouds reappeared, in the sky, in front of my eyes, 
blocking my vision once again. Words, words, words. Clouds made of heavy words with 
complex meanings. I try to focus. I ask myself: what am I trying to do in this chapter? A 
rather long pause followed… 
                                            
51 McBrien (2005, p. 335) explained that family support is key for positive educational experiences and that 
young refugees may lack “the traditional adult support on which to rely as they search for a sense of  
self, because adults with whom they live may be undergoing a similar search for self in their new  
host country” 
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The voice from within finally helped me out: ‘You are sharing the research partners’ 
educational stories, trying to make sense of these stories, as the foundations for the next 
chapter. You are (re)presenting the educational narratives that serve as context and 
culminate in the theorising of academic success that comes next’.  
I revise the words I already have on paper. I can see patterns forming from the stories, 
ideas about academic success developing in my mind.  
Education inseparable to experiences of migration – people negotiating how to be, know, 
live in this location called Australia. Students within the Australian educational system, 
balancing constraints and opportunities to achieve their objectives, to nurture the futures 
they hope to create. They speak of ambiguous experiences, drenched in complexities 
where the boundaries between agency and non-agency are blurred (see Chapter 3). 
Students are placed, inserted in a foreign-white-colonial-patriarchal educational system. 
Students make moves, they act to get the most out of opportunities that education can 
provide. Blurred lines are everywhere, hazy lines between the agency of doing and the 
passivity of receiving, between events which are out of one’s control and action, active 
resistance to unfavourable situations. “Liminality” and “fluidity” are central here, in the 
constant negotiation mode that new educational realities entail (Anzaldúa, 2015, p. 82).  
I see patterns forming, they relate to patterns that came before and link to ones to come. 
But I also have questions, so many questions: 
Can academic success be explained as the result of a complex entanglement of 
environmental conditions and agency? 
What drives the students in this project to place such a strong importance in doing 
well academically? 
Why are so many other refugee-background students not experiencing the same 
positive outcomes reported by the students in this project? 
What are the dangers of framing this study around the concept of academic 
success? 
What’s next? 
Answering these questions and making sense of academic success in this study are the 
main goals of Chapter 6. The answers and theorising I develop in the next chapter are 
centred in the conversations that took place during the two final inter-views with each 
research partner. In these inter-views (see Chapter 2) we collaboratively sought 
explanations for what academic success meant and for what factors influence refugee-
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background student performance in Australia. In my reading of academic success, I am 
guided by the research partners’ stories as well as my own story as a mestiça migrant 
student in Australia. My analysis is also guided by Maria Lugones’ (2003) work on the 
logics of resistance and Sara Ahmed's (2012, 2014) on willfulness. Inspired by the 
commonalities in Lugones’ and Ahmed’s theories, especially their focus on persistence as 
an agentic stance in the face of adversity, I propose reading academic success in this 
study as acts of willful resistance. In this reading, willful resistance is very much about 
persistence, about not giving up and a refusal to being reduced to fragmented, victimised 
objects. Academic success as willful resistance works in coalition with other forces 
within/against layers of entangled contexts or ‘worlds’ and oppressions (Lugones, 2003). 
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Chapter 6:  Theorising academic success  
(or creating meaning from academic success) 
I’m here, same chair, same room as before. Same green chair, green trees and changing 
weather. As I write, and re-write these words, warm days, hot days, cold days have gone 
by. But I’m here now, reading the notes from a presentation I gave about academic 
success, searching for materials for this chapter. I come across Alejandra’s words. I pause 
and stay with her for a while. 
I think [the meaning of academic success] changes 
at the beginning of high-school I probably would say good grades, 
at the end I felt it was more the best you could do personally 
I don’t think average should be disregarded as well 
 
When I work in my job as a tutor 
I try to tell people  
as long as you try your best 
it’s about that 
not about the end result  
because in terms of high-school results 
it’s not the end of the world if you don’t get the best marks 
there are plenty of options 
it’s more about personal development 
learning how to deal with challenges 
 
I wanted to make my parents proud 
so I guess I’m happy to have done that for them 
I know that was something they really wanted me to do (Alejandra) 
I ponder about Alejandra’s perspectives on academic success. There are so many layers 
to what she has said. Awareness of Australian flexibility in post-secondary pathways – 
understanding that success is not necessarily linked to high-grades – valuing education 
and wanting to make parents proud- recognising that various routes for future ‘success’ 
exist. 
I keep reading my notes: 
Success is a messy field, not easily negotiated (Kenway, Willis, 
Blackmore, & Rennie, 1998, p. 35). 
Messy field…not easily negotiated, I whisper to myself. 
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I then remember the day one my supervisors, Bob Lingard, lent me the feminist book 
about education of girls in Australia, where I found the quote above. I smile with feelings of 
gratitude for the support I receive, for the nurturing energy that Bob and Liz Mackinlay (my 
other supervisor) gift me with.  I don’t intend to go off track but I’m connecting the idea of 
support with concepts of success. Looking at my own experiences, I’m convinced that 
support from teachers, family, peers and favourable social/educational environments, have 
been fundamental in my own educational story. This was not the way I meant to start this 
chapter but writing as a method of discovery can take writers to unexpected places 
(Richardson, 1997). I’ll come back to this point about support later, but now let’s have a 
look at another quote I was about to read before I went off track.  
The meaning of success has always confounded teachers, parents, 
schools, education systems and society. What is it? Does its meaning 
change over time, in different places, amongst different groupings? Does 
it have lots of different meanings and if so which meanings matter the 
most? Who says so, what values inform their judgments, and why should 
teachers and students believe them? Whose meanings become 
institutionalized, why and how can this be changed? Is success 
necessarily a zero/sum game? Must success for some involve failure for 
others? Do some groups always succeed? If so, why?  (Kenway et al., 
1998, pp. 33-34) 
A long pause follows. Tick tick tick, the noise inside my head goes on and on. It takes me 
a long while to start writing again after reading these questions. I understand that 
answering them is outside the scope of this thesis. I also know I have not quite considered 
these important points properly when I was designing this study and during the inter-view 
process. I started to really become aware of the problematics around concepts of 
academic success after I had finished the inter-views which happened around the same 
time when my readings of decolonial and feminist thinkers deepened. I now understand 
that these are rather essential questions in problematising academic success. And even 
though the focus here is not on answering these questions, they will certainly strongly 
influence the reflections and theorising I aim to develop. 
I want to start by going back to when some of the questioning about the dangers 
surrounding concepts of academic success started to infiltrate my thinking.    
Late in 2014, some of my colleagues brought to my attention the problematics of my 
study's design. My goal was to focus on stories of academic success from a group of 
refugee-background youth as a means to disrupt dominant discourses that label these 
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students as belonging to deficit. My colleagues were not convinced.  They responded: the 
idea of working with a group of high-achieving students to produce counter-stories is rather 
paradoxical!  They went on to clarify: for these young people to have done well 
academically they had to play by the rules of the colonial, neo-liberal, Australian academic 
system. My colleagues saw the students’ academic success as the ability to conform to 
this oppressive system. Damn, they had a point! I had to think about what they had said 
for a while. After considering their argument carefully, I realised that I agreed with their 
rationale to a certain extent. However, I believed their reading was somehow limited. My 
colleagues failed to recognise the complex agencies of refugee-background students who 
complete school successfully in Australia. 
My mind was ticking. So, how do research partners theorise academic success? How do I 
read their readings of this concept, two years after those comments were made?  
This chapter focuses on answering these questions and the questions I posed at the end 
of Chapter 5. In doing so I’m especially interested in how research partners make sense of 
academic success. As I attempt to create a reading in relation to the analysis they offered 
during the inter-views, my personal academic story as a migrant student in Australia helps 
shaping my thinking. My theorising is also guided by Maria Lugones’ (2003) work on the 
logics of resistance and Sara Ahmed’s (2012, 2014) on willfulness. Here, all these 
thoughts and people work together, aiding me in this intellectual quest of making sense, 
creating meaning, flirting with knowledge creation in the entangled world(s) of sense I 
inhabit. 
Theorising academic success within the logics of resistance and willfulness 
Resistance  
From the Latin resistere 
Hold out against 
Make a stance against 
Oppose 
Re: against 
Sistere: take a stance, stay firm 
 ("Etymology Dictioray Online," 2017) 
Resistance, such an ideologically charged word, typically connected to Marxist/neo-
Marxist thought. The stereotypical image of the socialist person, carrying the red flag, 
protesting, resisting the injustices of the world comes to mind. Oh no, this word is so 70s, 
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so démodé. Many feel uneasy about engaging with the complexity of this term. Richardson 
(1997) for instance, affirms that she resists resistance narratives because she sees them 
as the logics of reaction and according to her they legitimise the very issues one resists 
against. That might be true, but the issues one is resisting do exist, with or without 
legitimisation. In response I pose some questions: How about reading resistance in a 
manner that reinvents its logics from reactive to responsive? How about focusing on acts 
that might not be considered resistance at all to unaware eyes? Can we rethink the logics 
of resistance, can we attach new meanings to it?  
Lugones gifts us with this possibility of meaning change in her theorising on resistance: 
To think of the logic(s) of resistance just in terms of reaction is to reduce it 
in a dangerous way, since reaction does not add anything creative to the 
meanings contained in that which is resisted, except some form of ‘no’ – 
resistance is not reaction but response – thoughtful, often complex, 
devious, insightful response. (Lugones, 2003, p. 29) 
She adds that: 
Sometimes you are stuck in a chair and the tiny movements in your hands 
are a level of intense resistance that requires a closeness of 
understanding to [be seen as resistance]… sometimes it’s not how far one 
moves but how one moves, within what complexities and against what 
simplifications of histories, geographies and meanings. (Lugones, 2003, 
p. 3) 
Resistance from her perspective is very much related to intervening at the level of 
meaning making, it’s about breaking boundaries of fixed categories and that includes the 
very idea of what it means to resist.  
…it seems very important to count as resistance all those tensions whose 
logic belongs to a logic of resistance, even though when they do not 
redraw the spatiality [of power]…it is in noticing the tensions, the small 
deviations, the senseless communications within the spatiality of power 
that we begin to be able to speak about resistance. (Lugones, 2003, p. 3) 
In her theorising, she focuses on simple acts that might not be seen as anything out of the 
ordinary and might not even push the boundaries of power relations. Yet, for the person 
resisting unfavourable situations these mundane acts are of great importance in their daily 
survival, in the multiple worlds they inhabit (Lugones, 2003). I believe her propositions are 
especially relevant to people who are outsiders or part of oppressed groups. Outsiders 
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travel daily to foreign worlds, simply to exist. What for them might consist of gigantic efforts 
and major resistance to being reduced to fragmented, oppressed beings, might not seem 
like anything out of the ordinary for someone unfamiliar with his/her worlds. 
(Let’s) think of people who are oppressed as not consumed or exhausted 
by oppression, but also as resisting or sabotaging a system aimed at 
moulding, reducing, violating, or erasing them (Lugones, 2003, p. 15). 
In response to Lugones’ work in relation to the arguments I’m developing here, I would like 
to pose more questions: Is it possible to read the academic success of the students who 
contributed to this study as a form of ‘Lugonian’ resistance? Resistance to being reduced 
to deficit, trauma, helplessness and being destined to struggle academically? Resistance 
by persisting, staying firm in face of difficulties? My answer to these questions is yes. But 
before elaborating further, let's first have a look at another concept which I believe speaks 
directly to and complements Lugones’ theorising on resistance. 
Willfulness 
Willful – Full of will 
From late 14c – eager to do something 
Strong willed 
Obstinate 
Due to one's will 
Strong-minded, determined, persistence  
("Etymology Dictionary Online," 2017) 
“Willfulness involves persistence in the face of having been brought down, where simply to 
‘keep going’ or to ‘keep coming up’ is to be stubborn and obstinate” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 4). 
“Perhaps there is nothing ‘mere’ about persistence. Persistence can be a deviation from a 
trajectory, what stops the hurtling forward of fate, what prevents fatality” (Ahmed, 2014, 
p. 9). For Ahmed, the willful person is the one who persists as a form of protest, who has 
the capacity of saying ‘no’, I am not going to be defined, reduced, fragmented by external 
forces (2014, p.18).  
Ahmed argues that for people who do not belong to dominant groups – the bodies 
perceived as strangers – the simple fact of existing can be a willful act (2012). For these 
bodies, life within societies and institutions is full of barriers. She describes these barriers 
as walls. "To those who do not come against it, the wall does not appear: the institution 
seems open, committed, and diverse. Things appear fluid. Perhaps things are fluid to 
 180 
those who are going the way things are flowing" (2012, p. 12). Yet, a wall can be 
transformed by willful bodies. The wall can be transformed into a table, “turning the 
tangible object of institutional [oppression] into a tangible platform for action” (Ahmed, 
2012, p. 12). 
Here, I see the obstacles students of refugee-background face at school as walls – the 
walls, nevertheless, become tables, for the students who took part in this study.  
Unfortunately, for many other students the wall is still strong, high, a mighty wall. 
Factors contributing to academic success 
To continue developing the foundations I started building in the previous chapters I go 
back to the transcripts from the inter-views where I asked research partners about what 
factors they saw as contributing to their academic success. There were a variety of 
answers to this question and much of what we discussed resembled the content of the 
educational stories I (re)presented in Chapter 5.  
Most research partners did not focus directly on the meaning of academic success but 
chose to speak about the factors that influenced their ability to complete high-school and 
go on to further their education through university degrees or vocational education. I 
believe that in their discourses there was a general, underlying taken for granted idea that 
academic success is connected to academic performance and not a concept in need for 
deconstruction from their part.  Yet, research partners were certainly aware of the flexibility 
in pathways from high-school to post-secondary education or workforce and understood 
that in Australia, achieving high-grades is not essential to achieve future life goals 
whatever they might be.   
Another central element that becomes clearer to me from the inter-view transcripts is that 
research partners identified various interrelated factors as contributing to their academic 
success. As I suggested earlier, the group placed a strong focus on their agency in their 
quest to complete high-school and to pursue post-secondary education. However, they did 
not ignore the importance the multiple networks and contexts that surround each person 
play in aiding individuals to do well academically.  I argue that these entangled positive 
factors functioned as coalitions (Lugones, 2003), supporting the students in their 
educational experiences. What comprises these coalitions varied slightly for each person 
but mostly, they spoke of supportive school environments, teachers, families, friends and 
the spiritual world.  
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Supportive school environments 
I think there is huge difference between schools  
we had access to ESL  
access to other things for those who English is not their first language (Faith) 
 
At my high school 
everyone was expected to do well 
academics was normalised 
not like in other schools  
where if you do well academically you are like a nerd (Alejandra) 
Teachers 
Teachers are really important for the student’s experience 
I had a few teachers that I really admired in high school 
they understand us 
they are kind and I find them great (Jestor) 
 
I had good teachers along the way 
For History, I had the most amazing teacher 
he answered my questions really well 
he was always happy to have a chat 
because of that I had a huge respect for him  
so I wanted to do well (Alejandra) 
 
Family 
I think the life knowledge that helped me succeed at school  
I learned from my mum 
she would work very hard back home 
I think I learned from that 
she always taught us that if you don’t work hard  
then you would be nothing 
they also encouraged me to strive high (Mary) 
 
In everything family is the main influence  
even with study 
if there’s no support from the family  
it always puts failures in someone’s life 
my parents are really helpful 
they’ve always been supportive (Jestor) 
 
Friends and role-models 
I tried to choose friends who are a good influence 
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my friends supported me  
we were all in the same class and stuff  
we worked together on assignments yeah 
and helped each other out (Danny) 
 
I chose good role models  
who did really showed me the way 
and those could be even your parents 
even if I’m not with my dad here 
I can still present his ideas now 
I’m still surrounded by people who still have that mind  
similar to my parents 
that really believe that education is something really good 
courage is not just giving someone money 
even the little words  
they whispered to someone’s ears are enough (Faith) 
 
Spiritual Faith 
I just kept saying  
I’m going to uni 
I’m going to uni 
and eventually I ended up going to uni 
it was that faith that pushed me to work hard  
knowing that if I work hard I’ll get what I want (Mary) 
 
I never thought that I’d get to this stage ever 
but believing in God 
praying that I’d get here or anywhere near this  
I think it has helped me a lot 
it makes you patient (Naarin) 
 
Amongst mixed, messy lines of thought moving about, I notice something else.  Just as 
important as recognising the coalitions of support they received along the way, research 
partners’ conceptualisation of education and the value they place in being defined as an 
educated person are central here. In many cases, the research partners compared their 
views of education - as something essential for their ability to be agents of their own 
futures - to those of domestic students who might not see formal education in a similar 
light. 
I don’t wanna stereotype 
but looking at people over here  
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they value it less than us 
because we didn’t have it over there 
or not easily accessed by many 
whereas people over here  
they go oh I can do it whenever I wanna it 
it doesn’t matter 
but we just want to catch up 
we are eager to learn basically 
for us we are like we didn’t have it  
so we know the value of it (Naarin) 
 
If you are a refugee student  
you don’t see education in the same way as Australian-born children  
Australian-born children they were born here 
they have everything around them  
whereas for refugees this is like once in a life-time opportunity  
so I think that we view things differently 
for refugee students  
they know what they have been through 
so getting access to education  
they see as a great opportunity for them (Mary) 
The value of education as a major motivator, as the tangible possibility to create the future 
they desire for themselves, is pivotal here.  When I read the students’ words, I agree with 
Dryden-Peterson (2016, p. 144) that among tumultuous stories of loss and instability, 
“many refugees express the idea that education is the one thing that cannot be left 
behind”. Within this desire to imagine a future that is different from their past, education, 
possibly more than anything else, offers the prospect of turning imagination into 
materiality. This desire becomes motivation, with students and families having high 
aspirations for themselves and “strong grounding for perseverance” (Naidoo, 2015, 
p. 110). And I believe that in the quest to transform dreams into reality, the young people 
who worked with me, express a strong desire “to be seen as a person having value and 
much to contribute to society” (Uptin, Wright, & Harwood, 2016, p. 6). 
Making sense of why so many other refugee-background students struggle at 
school 
Unfortunately, the positive educational outcomes that research partners experienced is not 
shared among all refugee-background students in Australia (see Chapter 1). While talking 
about academic success, part of our discussions focused on why so many other refugee-
background students struggle and end up dropping out of school. Part of my goal in this 
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section of our conversations was to reflect on what might be going wrong in the provision 
of education to refugee-background students in Australia and to further our understanding 
of how ‘success’ is seen here.  
As I think about academic success and what it might mean, the word ambivalence returns 
to me. Here I don’t see ambivalence in a negative light but as something inconsistent, that 
goes here and there, not completely clear, that can turn and seems contradictory. I see 
ambivalence as a natural feature of human experiences and of this story, of these stories. 
Maybe ambivalence came back to me at this specific place because of the different ways 
research partners describe their own experiences as ‘successful’ students compared to 
those of others who did not have similar experiences. One important aspect in this 
ambivalence is trauma.  
When talking about other students, research partners were a lot more direct in speaking 
about trauma. Perhaps that might mean that trauma was in fact a central part of their 
experiences but they did not want to be defined by it. In contrast, attaching trauma as an 
identity marker to someone else might be an easier task. Apart from trauma as a common 
aspect, research partners also pinpointed many other factors they believe contribute to 
negative schooling experiences in Australia. They talked about a variety of personal and 
environmental circumstances that may hinder students’ ability to finish high-school in their 
new country.  
Lack of interest or different focus  
Some of them think that if they can just get a job 
and get money whether they are educated or not 
then they don’t see the need to study 
some jobs provide good pay even if you’re not educated 
as long as you are physically fit like in factories 
so if they think they can get money without finishing high-school  
they would be frustrated in school…(Gabriela) 
 
I don’t think the people who drop out of school  
that their focus is studying 
there isn’t actually a solution, a way to solve it 
because it’s their life 
they choose to drop out of school 
maybe they lost interest in school (Jestor) 
 
Trauma 
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…when you come as a refugee 
something traumatic has happened in your past 
while that has happened in my past 
I barely remember it  
so while I wouldn’t say that it is easy  
because you grow up and you hear about it constantly 
there was a point when I was like 4 
I thought that I had to go and be part of a war 
when I grew up cause that was all I heard at home 
that’s hard enough when it was not even a proper lived experience 
so that would be a thousand times worse  
having freshly come from that situation to a whole new society (Alejandra) 
 
Most of them when they flee from their countries 
their heart is full of anger 
some of them want to fight back  
so they lose their interest in studying and stuff 
some lose their interest in studying but they have to study 
they might go to school with no interest 
the can get along but they don’t have interest and stuff (Jestor) 
 
Slight different take on trauma 
If you have a refugee background sometimes you just face like 
the words you get from people or from yourself 
maybe you have seen people being murdered 
a life killed in front of your own eyes 
something that someone has not experienced at that age 
I understand that we will somehow feel traumatised 
you’ll have something in your mind that will be really complicated 
so it’s always how you manage your mind 
how you respond to things.  
the thing about saying it’s a stigma  
related to being of a refugee-background 
people can be right or can be wrong, it depends 
even if we see those who are traumatised  
it’s not just people of refugee background 
even people who grew up in a rich family can be traumatised 
I disagree that this is just related to being a refugee (Faith) 
 
Peer influence 
I think that maybe some kids don’t do so well at school  
because of peer influence 
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and maybe following much of Western culture  
like partying, drinking, wagging school and all that (Mary) 
 
Some of them they smoke a lot  
and drink a lot  
hang out with the wrong person (Jestor) 
 
Being scared to ask for help 
Maybe not wanting to get help 
sometimes even me as a refugee  
when I started I felt intimidated asking for help (Mary) 
 
Lack of support  
Maybe lack of support also plays a part 
like lack of support at home 
or maybe lack of support from school (Mary) 
 
I think some kids don’t do so well because of family support 
like when they don’t have parents, they are dead (Danny) 
 
Discrimination and deficit attitudes 
If you tell someone  
I think you’re not smart 
that kid will start believing that 
he’ll start to think 
I’ve done this, I’ve done that  
if my teacher 
is telling me that I’m not smart  
then it means there’s something wrong with me 
 
If he heard from someone with knowledge  
that he’s a failure  
and if I connect that with my experience of being a refugee  
I’ll remember what happened in my life 
so my performance in class will be less 
my teacher will understand me because I’m a refugee person 
 
Whatever I can do she will be satisfied 
she’ll bring me back to my refugee status 
when you get a C, D or E you’ll be satisfied 
because someone already told you that you can’t do this  
because you are a refugee 
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So that’s the problem 
it’s what you are always hearing 
according to this label  
everyone with this label performs this way (Faith) 
 
Pre-migration education background 
If they haven’t been to school  
when they go to school here 
there’s so much pressure 
Like if they start in year 10 
and they haven’t been to school before 
they have to start learning how to read and write. 
 
It can be frustrating  
everyone in class can read novels and write essays  
but they can’t even read what a grade 2 kid can 
Also, most of the time  
students from other countries 
they would have different education systems 
when you come here it’s quite different 
even if it’s not English language being new to them,  
might be other ways of teaching and learning (Gabriela) 
 
Homogenising students 
People really have different situations 
[some] fail because of the situations 
around them 
people really have different homes 
some people don’t really get any encouragement 
it’s just their own courage 
 
There are other students who don’t really want to go home 
they just find that the school is the best place to be 
why?  
because they live situations 
they really don’t enjoy at all 
 
With that student, you can give him the homework 
he can go home and study 
but it can’t really make sense to him 
he can’t really focus on the homework 
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When that student come back to the class 
you will expect him to be as any student in the class 
If you expect him to be like any student  
without looking at his situations that surround him 
you don’t really know that student 
thinking that everyone is the same  
you’ll have trouble with these students (Faith).  
I find it enlightening to engage with what research partners said in terms of conditions that 
hinder students of refugee-background’s academic progress. I believe their words 
represent a mix of placing the responsibility for one’s success/failure within the 
individual/personal choices and complex environmental factors such as trauma, pre-
migration experiences, discrimination and lack of support. Many of the points they raised 
during our conversations go hand in hand with research in the field of refugee-education 
(Dryden-Peterson, 2016; McPherson, 2007; Taylor, 2008). For example, Rutter (2006) 
talks about the impossibility of explaining students’ ‘failure’ with a single factor. She argues 
that it is “not just the failure of individual schools that [leads] to refugee’s lack of progress, 
but a much more complex set of factors, many of which relate to children’s pre-migration 
and post-migration experiences” (p. 105).  
The idea of ‘complex set of factors’ stays with me as I engage with the poems in this 
section once more. And in trying to make sense of the analysis contained in their words, I 
return to the question: how do I theorise academic success in this chapter in relation to the 
conversations I had with research partners? I close my eyes and I see words. They are 
multi-coloured, with mixed fonts, various sizes: 
Education – fundamental element – ambiguity – doing well – contradiction – finishing 
high school – making moves – constraints – furthering education – building futures – 
nuanced identities – persisting – complex agencies – possibility – negotiation – 
creation… 
I open my eyes. I open my mouth. I speak: resistance, willfulness, willful-resistance. 
Willful Resistance 
Guided by the commonalities in Lugones’ and Ahmed’s theories, especially their focus on 
persistence as an agentic stance in the face of adversity, I propose reading academic 
success in this study as acts of willful resistance. In this reading, willful resistance is very 
much about persistence, about not giving up and a refusal to being reduced to 
fragmented, victimised objects. Academic success as willful resistance works in coalition 
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with other forces within/against layers of entangled contexts or ‘worlds’ and oppressions 
(Lugones, 2003). As discussed previously, what comprise these coalitions vary slightly, but 
mostly the research partners spoke of the spiritual world, family, supportive teachers, 
supportive school communities and friends. 
In coalition 
she stays firm 
keeps going 
like vegetation that spring through solid walls 
she holds on 
keeps trying 
never gives up 
she is a complex being not defined by oppression 
her existence is more than reacting 
the solid wall is now a table 
she climbs it 
persistence is her table 
her platform for action 
 
Because of your background you might think  
oh they’ve been studying here 
they know everything 
I don’t know nothing 
But with my previous experiences 
I do tell myself  
if I did overcome that  
I will definitely overcome this 
we learned never to give up 
no matter how hard things are (Gabriela) 
 
As you grow up 
you think back at what has happened 
your friends haven’t had opportunities to finish school 
you go OK, I have it here 
so why shouldn’t I use it 
that’s one thing that reinforce you to do it 
if I was back home  
I probably wouldn’t have finished uni 
so I’m going to use it 
build up a better future for myself  
rather than being a dependent individual 
I’m gonna be independent 
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It helps to understand how strong you are (Naarin)  
The other research partners, like Gabriela and Naarin, transformed walls into tables, into 
platforms for action, as they used the networks of support available to them to navigate the 
school system and do well academically. They see education as a once in a lifetime 
opportunity to self-empower and take charge of their destinies; to build a positive future for 
themselves and their families; to have a career and steady job; to give back to the 
community; and to escape the label of ‘victimised refugee’. Education is thus seen as 
“pivotal in increasing conditions for the exercise of agency, in which both individual and 
community benefit might be achieved” (McPherson, 2007, p.135). In the same vein, I see 
education conceptualised here as a platform to create “opportunities for resistance or 
change” (McPherson, 2007, p.128). 
My parents sacrificed their own lives 
they left their own country 
their relatives to come here for us  
to have a better future 
so it’s always good to look at them 
this is what they’ve done for us 
we’ve got to do something to make them proud  
it’s not only about making them proud  
but also building a future for yourself as well as (Naarin) 
 
I’m doing this for my own benefit 
I can be doing it for the benefit of my family as well 
I can also be doing it for the benefit of the nation  
even it doesn’t make sense at that particular time 
people might think, he’s only doing it for his own benefit  
but in most times  
we really do it for the benefit of ourselves  
as well as the nation we are living in 
because once you get well educated  
and you get known for something good  
all of those good things will be for the benefit of the nation (Faith) 
 
I’d like to be successful 
not to show off but to set an example  
to other people who have been through the same as I have 
being successful 
is not only being educated 
but also having a good job 
have good characteristics  
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and be useful to the community (Mary)   
Surrounded by powerful words, I witness the real efforts research partners make to be 
seeing as agentic subjects in parallel to various environmental constraints that affect their 
experiences as young migrants and students. As a witness to their stories, I gradually 
make stronger connections between academic achievement and intricate entanglements 
of environmental and personal conditions. I read young people making conscious moves 
to balance out disadvantages and make the most out of their education opportunities. Yet, 
and extremely important, is the fact that not all students have similar favourable conditions, 
environmental and/or personal to ‘make the most’ of education. And I agree with Rutter 
(2006, p.105) when she says that “it is not ‘refugeeness’ that determine educational 
success but the ways that particular and pre-and post-settlement issues and needs are 
identified and addressed”.  
When framing academic success within the logics of resistance and willfulness, I ought to 
be careful however, not to fall into discourses of ‘if you work hard enough you can win in 
life’ – where the responsibility for one’s destiny is placed solely with the individual. The 
same applies to the idea of ‘taking charge of one’s destiny’. Here I risk binary, simplistic 
classifications of failure versus success, belonging or not belonging to ‘success’ within 
narrow, meritocratic logics – the good, willing, hard-working refugee versus the rogue 
refugee who does not fit in and does not make efforts to become part of the new ‘nation’ – 
the noble refugee versus the threatening refugee. These are real risks the discourse I’m 
developing here could represent. This is absolutely NOT what I mean but I must recognise 
the dangers of my words, choices, logics. 
I then think back to the concept of coloniality and wonder about its connection with 
concepts of academic success in settler societies such as Australia. I feel it’s important to 
consider complex relationships with coloniality when speaking of academic success or 
‘failure’. What I mean is that the Australian educational system is a key institution within a 
“capitalist/patriarchal western-centric/Christian-centric modern/ colonial world-system” 
(Grosfoguel, 2012). Similarly to what I discussed in Chapter 1, people’s relationships with 
intersectional oppressions/privileges within coloniality of power are highly heterogeneous 
and these relationships strongly affect personal life experiences. This is not different for 
refugee-background students, who each would have their own links to entangled 
oppressions/privileges.  
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When different relations to coloniality of power are not taken into consideration, there’s a 
serious risk of “homogenising diverse experiences and being unable to account for the 
difference processes of migrants’ success and failure” (Grosfoguel et al., 2015, p. 645). An 
awareness of coloniality in the reading of academic success here, on the other hand, 
allows me to avoid meritocratic culturalist explanations which centre on notions that when 
people work hard they will get ahead while ignoring complex relationships to multiple 
oppressions/privileges.  
Another important point I want to make is that when refugees migrate to Australia, they 
enter a space that is not either neutral or empty (see Chapter 1). They enter a space that 
is already contaminated “by racial power relations with a long colonial history, colonial 
imaginary, colonial knowledge and racial/ethnic hierarchies…migrants arrive in a space of 
power relations that is already informed and constituted by coloniality” (Grosfoguel et al., 
2015, p. 641). Refugee-background students enter an educational system that is within 
this national space and is therefore part/maker of the same logics. New arrival students 
have to navigate an educational system which “does not seem up to dealing with the 
complexities of twenty-first century schooling or with the longstanding challenges of 
providing authentic and rich educational experiences for all young people no matter who 
they are” (Proctor, Brownlee, & Freebody, 2015, p. 4). These students negotiate 
membership to an educational system that “encourages students to see education solely 
as means to achieve material success” (hooks, 2010, p. 16). And within this system, driven 
by capitalist-patriarchal-colonial meritocratic logics, “schools seem to be locked into the 
cruel logic of academic winners and losers” (Kenway et al., 1998, p. 54). 
Here we should remember that within these logics of winners and losers, the symbolic 
borders around the school system, just like around the nation, are much harder to cross for 
some than for others. And in theorising academic success in this study as acts of willful 
resistance, I do not ignore the multiple factors at play in each of the research partners’ 
educational experiences (educational systems, school environments, gender, social class, 
histories of migration, ethnicity, religion, etc.). I see these factors as central in making 
sense of what academic success means to each person and by no means I want to 
essentialise such a convoluted concept. However, my focus here is on a commonality 
within all research partners’ stories, the idea of persistence in the face of adversity as 
means for hope and survival. Within this context, I view education as a central enabling 
tool in their quest for change. 
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Not (final) final words  
Education is about finding and claiming ourselves and our place in the 
world (Palmer cited in hooks, 2010) 
As I try to come up with final (or perhaps not so final) words to end this chapter, I envision 
the concept of academic success taking many shapes. I don’t see it simply as a messy-
field or as a form of willful-resistance, but also as an ambiguous, in-between, contradictory 
experience situated within a location of hope. Doing well academically may allow students 
to ‘take charge of their destinies’, to construct themselves as agentic subjects and disrupt 
homogenous, rigid categories: the ‘refugee’, the ‘traumatised’, the ‘lacking’, the ‘Other’.  It 
allows students to talk back to injustices and “make moves in situations of constraint” 
(McPherson, 2007, p. 129). In these movements and actions, I see hope emerging “from 
those places of struggle where I witness individuals positively transforming their lives and 
the world around them” (hooks, 2003, p. xiv). I witness new narratives, where interventions 
are made at the level of meaning creation (Lugones, 2003). Just as narratives of passivity 
and victimhood have been often internalised, “new narratives of refugee agency could 
shape their identity and eventually form reality” (Zeus, 2010, p. 269). 
At the same time, by achieving academically, within narrow and dominant definitions of 
‘success’, students become part of a system that oppresses minorities systematically; they 
start to bear the fruits of ‘neo-liberal-settler-patriarchal’ privilege – just as I have. They start 
to receive rewards from an unjust system that has many ‘losers’ and a limited amount of 
‘winners’. In this contradictory experience, I see students caught in the middle of extremely 
complex entangled interactions between global, national and local educational systems, 
policies, practices. Students are situated at the nexus of macro and micro systems of 
oppressions/privileges while negotiating their intricate lives every day. This is not easy 
territory to dwell. But they keep moving, willfully resisting, creatively living, striving for a 
future that’s not yet here.  
Theorising Academic Success: a poem 
I was told I am clever 
a bright little thing 
resilient  
that I learned the language so well! 
True 
I worked hard 
I was determined… 
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Once in a life time opportunity 
I want to do get a good job 
I want to make my parents proud… 
BUT the oppressive wind of norms and expectations suffocate me 
I desperately want to belong but I still want to be me. 
I was told I was conforming 
That to get my certificate 
to get good grades, I had to play by the rules 
I had to learn how to navigate this new environment  
True  
BUT I see academic success  
as a way to say NO 
I resist your labels: 
I don’t want to be the victim no more 
I don’t want to be the object of your gaze no more 
I want to learn your words, read your books 
I want to know about your way of thinking 
I want to connect, engage 
Even if I do not agree with what you are teaching me I can see its value 
I travel to your world, I learn about your world  
opening my eyes to possibilities.  
What’s next? 
While the previous chapters have dealt with the past and present, the concluding chapter 
to this story-as-thesis-as-story looks towards the future. Here we engage with the research 
partners’ visions for the future in relation to their personal aspirations and what they 
believe is necessary for a fairer education system in Australia. In response to their visions I 
then ask myself some concluding questions: 
What do the lessons I have learned from the stories in this thesis mean for the 
future? 
What are my visions for the future in view of the work I have created here? 
What changes do I, we, need to make for different/fairer futures? 
What do these visions mean in terms of responding to the research questions I 
posed at the beginning of this thesis? 
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Throughout my answers to these questions I revisit the responses I developed for 
research questions one and two 52as means of a final (not-final) discussion.  
                                            
52 What is the relationship between the students’ educational experiences and the layers of contexts 
that surround them? 
How do the students from refugee-background who contributed to this study make sense of 
refugeeism, their educational experiences, and academic success? 
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Chapter 7:  The art of the possible 
Art 
From early 13c., skill as a result of learning or practice,  
from Old French art (10c.) 53 
Work produced by human creative skill and imagination54 
A skillful plan (archaic) 55 
Archaic form of the second person singular of the present tense of the verb be56 
 
Inspired by bell hooks’ continuous oeuvre on a philosophy of hope, I name this chapter 
“the art of the possible” (hooks, 2010, p. 139). When I talk about art here, I refer to human 
creativity and imagination in dealing with the mundane. I talk about the art of the everyday, 
where people find creative solutions to the chaos of quotidian life, where people learn how 
to survive from experiencing life. When art, as mundane creative acts, is united to the word 
possible, the connotation of future is added to this expression.  Art then takes its ‘to be’ 
meaning. The art of the possible then means being and becoming through creatively 
acting every day and imagining desired futures. The art of the quotidian, the art of what is 
possible, implies imagination. But above all it implies the materiality of someone’s vision. 
And this is what I want the following pages to be. This is what I hope this thesis has been 
and will be. “These pages are meant to stand as a testament of hope” (hooks, 2003, 
p. xv). They are meant to be the materiality through words of dreams and aspirations.  
Yet, these dreams and aspirations are conceptualised within less than favourable 
conditions. They are imagined while our realities are located within chaotic worlds. As 
hooks (1994, p. 27) points out, “we live in chaos, uncertain about the possibility of building 
and sustaining community”. Amongst chaos, uncertainty and tragedy that surround our 
worlds every day, hope is one element that keeps us going. Hope is colourful lights 
glowing in a moonless winter night. The imagination that allows us to envision tomorrow as 
                                            
53 (Online Etymology Dictionary, 2017) 
54 (Oxford Dictionaries, 2017) 
55 (Merrian-Webster Dictionary, 2017) 
56 (Collins Dictionary, n.d) 
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different to today. It is about the actions inspired by those images that might transform the 
worlds around the one who imagines. It is from this location of hope that I start this 
chapter. It is from a location of hope that I bring this thesis to an end. An end that is 
actually only a point of departure to what comes next. An end that is a moving point in 
time. This location of hope, point of departure to a future not yet here, is not grounded on 
naivety, romanticism or any kind of abstract utopia.  
This location comes from an understanding that without hope change becomes 
impossible. This location comes from an understanding that for change to materialise “it is 
imperative that we maintain hope even when the harshness of reality may suggest the 
opposite” (Freire, 2016, p. 25). When all one knows is despair and hope ceases to exist, 
any glimpse of a way out flies away like smoke. This location of hope is also about 
naming. It is about recognising the “many quiet moments of incredible shifts in thought and 
action that are radical and revolutionary. To honour and value these moments we must 
name them even as we continue rigorous critique” (hooks, 2003, p. xiv).  
In this location of hope, guided by the art of possible, this chapter will focus on visions for 
the future. While the previous chapters have dealt with the past and present, this one 
focuses on the future. Here, research partners share their dreams and discuss what 
changes they think are necessary for a fairer educational system in Australia. With this 
focus and in relation to the research partners’ visions and stories that came before, I then 
ask myself some concluding questions: 
What changes do I, we, need to make for a different/fairer future? 
What are my visions for the future in view of the work I have created here? 
What do the lessons I have learned from the stories in this thesis mean for the 
future? 
What do they mean in terms of responding to the research questions I posed at the 
beginning of this thesis? 
Dreams for the future 
Gabriela 
My dreams for the future are so many 
I’d love to get married and have kids 
just 2  
a boy and a girl 
 
With my education 
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I’ve already finished my Bachelor of Accounting 
I will do a Masters in the future  
but for short term  
I’d like to get a good job with that Bachelor 
I’m working with a mentor to see if I can find something 
 
I’d like to go back to Burundi sometime soon  
but not living there because the political instability 
About ten years ago 
it was the end of war 
new government was formed 
everything was going well  
until recent issues came up 
I’d like to raise my children here in Australia  
but I’d like for them to know Burundian culture 
the language 
and know where I came from 
Jestor 
My big dream for the future  
is to be an architect or a builder 
a designer or something 
Also to have other hobbies 
like being a musician 
I’d love to do music  
but you can’t have too many A plans  
If you do music there’s not much choice  
to make money  
to support your life and everything 
so I want it just as a hobby 
I don’t know yet if I’d like to marry one day 
I can’t decide 
Now I want to concentrate more on my professional life 
Alejandra 
Short-term 
Graduate 
I don’t know 
I know that I want to do good things  
I don’t know the specifics 
 
And long-term future 
have a family 
like a little one but a stable one [laughs] 
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But my dream job would be policy analyst 
A policy analyst reads policies  
sees how effective it is 
it’s like an advisor 
 
Actually my dream dream job used to be like AusAid 
but then Tony Abbott completely shut it down 
I even had it lined up 
I chose the internships that I was going to do  
then Tony Abbott shut it down  
 
I was just thinking last night  
how it would be really good  
to work with 
anti-radicalisation programs 
to do with people who might go and commit acts of terrorism  
I feel that like the way they’ve been publicising it 
the way that came out is a bit of a failure 
I think it would be really cool to do it properly 
to do proper research 
get proper consultation 
Danny 
I think my dream for the future  
is to get a job  
finish my diploma  
and to do like a traineeship 
I never think long-term 
I’m not sure why  
but I don’t like to think long-term  
Faith  
For me a big dream  
is always to make change 
my big dream is to at least change  
something that was negative to positive 
That’s what I focus on 
This can still be in the case of health 
spiritual 
physically  
or in any industry 
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There are many kids in our communities 
they don’t really take education  
as the most important thing 
they don’t really take some teaching of the religion  
as the most important thing 
they don’t really take some of the advices  
from the parents as the most important thing 
 
Our beliefs are really coming 
we are influenced by many things 
media is around 
internet and all of those sorts of things 
 
There are things around us  
that can change our beliefs 
our will  
even our spiritual lives 
 
Even when we react to things 
how we react to things  
like when someone is hurt 
when someone is crying 
instead of helping  
we take our mobile phones and film it 
 
For me instead of taking the mobile phone 
if the person is crying  
to make a change 
going beyond what the current generation is doing 
for me it’s to help, to act, to serve 
So my most important dream 
I do really believe will come true still 
just having someone who is in trouble  
and helping him to get up 
Mary 
I am doing a dual degree  
in human services and criminology 
after I graduate from university  
I hope to work with the United Nations 
mainly because it’s a broad organisation  
that gives so much to the community 
especially the refugees 
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So I feel that me coming from such a background 
if I can be able to make it 
then hopefully I’ll be able to help other refugees 
not only refugees but also other people  
who are poor  
 
If you can get volunteering with them  
is a good way to get through 
get experience.  
There’re also programs for young people 
UN Queensland  
which I’m a member of  
and UNICEF ambassadors 
 
My big dream  
apart from working at UN 
hopefully I can build an orphanage centre 
because I feel that these children have lost a lot  
I don’t have my dad but still they might not have any relatives 
 
In the future 
maybe in ten years  
I’d like to have children 
I’d prefer to raise them here  
because there’s not much security in Africa 
 
Here, in this community you have security 
knowing that you can go into your house 
sleep and wake up without anything bad 
in Africa every time you have to watch your back 
 
I think it is important to teach our children  
our mother tongue  
they’ll be Australian 
but it is still important to know  
where their ancestors come from 
Naarin 
I’d love to finish my studies asap 
get into a job  
support my parents  
because they are both pensioners  
and pay out the mortgage 
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I believe that it is our turn 
to help my parents 
rather than them keep on doing everything  
to keep us happy 
 
I also always want to have a baby 
I don’t know 
a baby girl 
“a little me” to dress up 
being daddy’s little princess 
I want to name her Bahar 
meaning spring 
 
At the moment 
I’m studying Human Resource Management 
I’d love to work as a HR 
I am not limiting my options 
I also wanted to be a teacher 
I always wanted to be a teacher when I was in high-school  
but that never came back to my mind until this year 
I finished my Bachelor in Business 
I loved it and that’s why I’m doing my Masters in it as well 
At this stage I am actually thinking of finding a way  
to get myself into the education system 
maybe, do a certificate in teaching  
or continue with my Master 
and do a PhD  
which will lead me to the academic world 
My response  
My hope for the seven people who worked with me, whose words and within words 
‘worlds’, have become part of the most intimate locations of my consciousness, is that all 
they wish for will come into existence. As I read their words about dreams for the future, I 
think back about everything that came before in this story, in this thesis. I think about their 
travelling tales of refugeeism, from place of birth to transit countries and finally to Australia. 
I think about their desire to find home and a place where they can belong in their new 
place of dwelling. I think about their educational stories, happening in parallel and always 
interconnected with histories of migration. I think about the meaning of education and 
academic success in their lives. I think about all these elements in relation to multi-layered 
environments, past and present, and entangled systems of oppression/privilege. In 
reading these words about dreams for the future in relation to what came before, I see 
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ambiguous patterns of love, joy and pain. I see the same fluid, non-fixed patterns, that 
have been present in the pages you have read until now. Ambiguity and ambivalence as 
sign of complex, intricate life stories.  
In these words about dreams, I could perhaps read traditional gender roles maintained as 
the four women talked about families and kids as part of their futures. I could perhaps say 
their words might challenge traditional gender roles because all women focus on careers 
as central to their futures. I could perhaps say that they represent strong focus towards 
building community as most research partners talked about their desire to make positive 
change, help people, and contribute to the community through their career choices. I could 
perhaps say they reinscribe neo-liberal mind frames of ‘having a good job’ as desirable 
futures. I could say many things about what these words about dreams might mean but I 
will not. What I will nevertheless say, is that education is a central element within their art 
of the possible. Accessing education is described as opening-up possibilities for futures 
different to difficult pasts. Regardless of what their dreams for the future might be, they all 
talk about education as fundamental in making them possible. Thus, I understand 
education here as an essential tool in transforming their worlds, in imagining them 
differently.  
And as I think about imagination’s transformative power, I remember Anzaldúa’s (2015, 
pp. 20-21) words. She reminds us that when  
we think inspiring, positive, life-generating thoughts and embody these 
thoughts in every act we perform, we can gradually change the mood of 
our days…we can trans-shape reality by changing our perspectives and 
perceptions. By choosing a different future, we bring it into being. 
I see education in the stories in this thesis as bringing futures into being. While reflecting 
about futures, becoming and transformative forces, I go to the final section from the 
research partners’ reflections I am sharing with you in this story. Here I (re)present their 
visions for what needs to change in the Australian educational system for fairer education 
for all refugee-background students. Changes that would bring a future into being where 
all students one day might have similar positive educational experiences to the ones they 
have had.  
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Hopes for change to the Australian educational system  
Alejandra – Funding and NAPLAN 
If I was the Minister of Education what would I do?  
I’d try to make sure that resources were even across schools 
There are now many policies determined  
around NAPLAN57 results 
I wouldn’t keep that up 
I think that is pointless stress 
I think it’s a snapshot 
It’s like a single snapshot on one day 
if you look at the results 
Queensland is consistently behind  
I don’t think you should disregard that  
but I think that using it as a tool of measure  
of the quality of a school itself 
I don’t think that’s very fair 
When I started working as a tutor  
I began to understand  
because you would get parents who would bring the children  
especially for NAPLAN 
And I thought that’s not the point… 
The exam doesn’t take into account  
the socio-economic factors which affect academics 
it’s not a good snapshot of the quality of the school either 
there’s too many other things which contribute to the score 
I think like just education in general is more effective 
if it’s actually about learning  
and how to learn  
and not just this stuff, but a whole process  
Naarin – English as Additional Language departments 
I would probably establish more ESL departments 
rather than having fewer schools with ESL departments 
as far as I know there’s only maybe 2 or 3 schools  
in Brisbane who have it 
So what I’d do is to basically build more departments  
to help more students and not make them feel isolated 
 
                                            
57 NAPLAN – National Assessment Program for Literacy and Numeracy 
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Mary – Training  
I’d ensure that the teachers or at least principals 
are trained on how to deal with refugees 
have that knowledge of the background of refugees 
what issues refugee students come across 
because I don’t think that all schools know that 
For example, I might go to a different school  
and I’d be seen as someone very very different 
Gabriela – the system is fair but individual cases are complex 
I don’t think there’s anything to change 
I think the system which is there is good enough 
For the migrant kids, they have Milperra School 58 
it helps before you get to high school with different subjects 
So first you learn English 
you meet with Australian teachers 
learn their accents so it’s good, yeah 
There’s not much I’d like to change 
Every kid has different situation 
some of the kids haven’t had education  
or they have had education in a different language 
it’s a complex issue 
sometimes they are not here with their families 
they have this kind of trauma  
because their mum died when they were young 
because of the war 
maybe they haven’t seen their parents 
so there’s complexity with individual cases. 
Faith – multilingual education 
First and foremost 
it’s always about putting students as the first thing  
and the incoming family 
If I could change I’d really consider  
that we have international languages 
we have French, we have English 
I know that Australian is an English country  
but at least giving someone the opportunity  
and not close because he doesn’t really know the language 
English is still our common language  
it’s important to know it  
                                            
58 Preparatory school for English as an Additional Language for new arrivals in Brisbane, Queensland 
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but imagine if you could come in  
and someone would say we have a program  
and we can use your French skills 
Wouldn’t that make you feel nice to know  
that you could use some of the skills  
that you had from before  
at the same time that you were learning English?  
I think that would be a good idea 
If someone is a doctor  
he’s not a doctor because he speaks English or French  
People who came from different countries  
and have different languages  
they even had degrees from their countries  
but they come here and they lost everything  
because of the language 
because of the barrier 
because someone told them  
well you’re just a refugee so you can’t work here 
I’ve seen it here when people go to the TAFE to learn English 
what they should be thinking  
when the teacher is pointing at them 
telling them as failure  
as the ones who can’t make it 
that drags them back and to think as a refugees 
They can’t think as Australians 
they can’t think as people who can help the land 
They then think as a refugee 
like if they still were back in the camp 
There we used to live by depending 
not with education, we survived 
so here we can survive now 
They then start living without education  
and that is imposing a problem on the future as well  
their kids who will be born from them  
will also take the same steps 
they will still be considered refugees 
it won’t change 
So I think that education should be the first thing 
it needs to be put first 
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Danny – practical skills 
I would make the schools 
have different subjects from year 8 
The students would choose  
like apprenticeships  
to have a go at what they want to do 
like work, to try to see if they like it 
Yes, that’s how I would change 
I think the system is working OK  
but this is one thing I would change 
My hopes for change to the Australian educational system  
I contemplate the research partners’ contributions to conversations about education in 
Australia. I think about their insider’s knowledge from within the educational system and 
about the importance of listening to these contributions from within, from the people who 
are directly affected by educational policies (or lack of) and practices. I then realise that as 
I search for the most important changes I hope to see in the Australian education system, 
this is one of the major ones. Listening, engaging, conversing with young people, with the 
people at the core of education, with students. Most specifically in the case of this project, 
with students of refugee-background. Dialogue, conversation, are key to the changes I 
hope to see. As Anzaldúa (2009, p. 204) reminds us, a social-just “education depends on 
incorporating all points of view, white, colored, and mestiza, drawing on and from las 
lenguas59 of our peoples”.  
This is the educational system I envision, I imagine and I hope to bring into being.  An 
educational system that does a lot more than tolerating and accommodating diversity but 
that embraces difference as valuable, as a strength, not to be white-washed or colour-
blinded away. I agree with Lorde (1993, p. 5) when she says that  
too often, we pour the energy needed for recognizing and exploring 
difference into pretending those differences are insurmountable barriers, 
or that they do not exist at all…Either way, we do not develop tools for 
using human difference as a springboard for creative change within our 
lives…  
                                            
59 Spanish for tongues or languages 
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This is the system I envision, a place where the creative forces difference represents are 
fostered and nurtured.  
A system where “the call for a recognition of cultural diversity, a rethinking of ways of 
knowing, a deconstruction of old epistemologies” work together with “a transformation in 
our classrooms, in how we teach and what we teach” (hooks, 1994, p. 29). This 
transformation for me, is education not as a means to an end within a capitalist-patriarchal-
colonial society, but as means to build diverse and inclusive communities. This is a 
decolonial transformation to education, where we learn to unlearn imperial/colonial mind 
frames that naturalise homogeneity at the cost of diversity, competition at the cost of 
community, as well as education purely for economic purposes and the socialisation of 
docile citizens (Tlostanova & Mignolo, 2012). After this transformation, discussing 
academic success would no longer be needed, because all students would be valued, 
treated fairly and work together towards building communities. Students would create 
connections rather than trying to win against fellow students in a race, in a competition for 
scarce resources, in a competition to move up within hierarchies of privilege while others 
move down as a consequence of someone else’s upward mobility. 
I am fully aware this transformation I wish to see is not an easy task and you might even 
think that the words I speak are not realistic or possible. You might be right. Yet, this is 
what I imagine, what I hope to see. And as I mentioned before, envisioning and expressing 
those visions, are the first steps towards change. This transformation also recognises that 
despite challenges, there are many positive actions happening in schools every day as it 
was clear from the stories here. In this recognition lies the need to avoid “complaints 
without constructive focus on resolution” (hooks, 2003, p. xiv). I recognise too that the 
changes I hope to see need to be part of a much bigger shift in values, priorities, ways of 
being and knowing in the world. These changes would need to be part of a major shift 
where being in relation to others, where dialogue is more important than divisions and 
classifications. This would need to be a collective effort where hearts and minds work 
together, where we carry our hearts in our hands ready to share with one another 
(Anzaldúa, 2002b). 
Concluding Remarks: Dialogue is more important than categories 
The time has come, to bring this story, this thesis to an end. I understand I am supposed 
to write a conclusion, to give you some kind of take home message. There are so many 
things I still would like to say but I must end. In fact, this thesis is due is three weeks from 
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now. Lessons. I have learned many, so many I would probably need another 80,000 words 
to talk about everything I have learned from the stories within this story. But as I do not 
have so many words allowed, within the imposed rules of a PhD thesis, I must conclude. 
First, I want to go back to where we started. I want to go back to the mise-en-scene, where 
I set the scene to the story I have told you, the moment when I situated this thesis within 
our current geopolitical realities. A few months have passed since I wrote Chapter 1. It is 
late June 2017 and I am about to finish this story. 2017. This is a year of great tragedies 
around the globe, of chaos, with environmental and human suffering widespread. What I 
find significant is that 2017 is pretty similar to 2016. In fact, most years I remember have 
been similar. We, humans, have difficulties learning from mistakes. I write to you from 
2017 but Anzaldúa’s words, written in 2002, fifteen years ago, are still timely, 
encapuslating today’s calamities: 
We are experiencing a personal, global identity crisis in a disintegrating 
social order that possesses little heart and functions to oppress people by 
organizing them in hierarchies of commerce and power – a collusion of 
government, transnational industry, business, and the military all linked by 
a pragmatic technology and sciences voracious for money and control. 
This system and its hierarchies impact people’s lives in concrete and 
devastating ways and justify a sliding scale of human worth used to keep 
humankind divided. (Anzaldúa, 2002, p. 541) 
For me, this hierarchical division Anzaldúa speaks about, this division that excludes and 
divides people into levels of worthiness, is at the core of coloniality and all interrelated 
human crisis, including refugeeism. Human hierarchies, based on race, gender, class and 
other rigidly imposed subjectivities are like powerful weeds with solid roots that spread 
wildly taking over habitats. These hierarchies keep us stuck, solidly divided into categories, 
into oppositional classifications. As I reflect on these divisions in relation to everything I 
engaged with in this thesis, I come to an important conclusion. If hierarchical divisions 
based on firm categories are at the core of our problems, dialogue and connections are 
essential elements for solutions. I am then reminded of how influential conversations can 
be. “Conversations are powerful. They can turn us toward different definitions and different 
pathways. They help us look at complicated matters from different perspectives as we turn 
them this way and that while striving to construct a new understanding” (Rader cited in 
hooks, 2010, p. 46).  
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Flexible perspectives, always in the process of becoming are then fundamental. And here 
Anzaldúa, once again, gifts me with the language I need to express what I mean: 
Maybe what we call ourselves is not ultimately so important. Maybe the 
dialogue itself is most significant (Anzaldúa, 2015, p. 92). 
I believe only when we learn to truly listen, to look into each others’ eyes as people whose 
complexity we do not want to dominate, erase or ignore, when we learn to converse, we 
will be able to start creating a new future (Lorde, 1996). In this dialogical future, the 
manner in which we classify and call ourselves will have to undergo radical 
transformations. Here, Lorde, lends me the words I need. Her words become entwined 
with Anzaldúa’s and hooks’, with my thoughts, with the research partners’ stories. She 
explains that “when we define ourselves, when I define myself, the place in which I am like 
you and the place in which I am not like you, I’m not excluding you from the joining – I’m 
broadening the joining” (Lorde, 1996, p. 72). These inclusive logics celebrate difference, 
recognise the multiplicity of each person and the richness each individual can bring to 
communities when people are not locked into cages of hierarchical categories.  
When I apply these logics to the experiences of refugeeism discussed here, I start to 
comprehend that the very category ‘refugee’ is drenched in rigidity. Within our current 
hierarchical logics, within coloniality, the word ‘refugee’ is often utilised as a totalising 
objectifying label, that ignores particularities and intersectionality with other subjectivities. 
And the ‘refugee’, the homogenised/objectified person, is usually placed in the lowest 
ranks of humanity. For me, these simplistic homogeneous categories are central problems 
in the world today and for change to be possible, shifts in logics and ethics that guide our 
behaviours as humans must take place. Key to these shifts is the centrality of non-
hierarchical dialogic relationships fostered through an abolishment of fragmented-rigid-
imposed labels. In these new logics ‘refugee’ is read as one marker among multiple 
markers within complex subjectivities. Refugee is then one aspect of subjectivity and 
should never define the totality of a person as no individual marker should ever define 
anyone. 
My hope, really, is that one day, the word refugee would cease to exist completely 
because people would not have to flee for survival. However, for now, we can start 
working on meaning making. What it means to be a refugee; what it means to be a 
refugee-background student; what it means to be a successful refugee-background 
student; what it means to name someone as this or as that as signifiers for exclusion. 
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Language and naming are then fundamental in this revision of rigid, taken for granted 
connotations and in the creation of new meanings.  
Colourful Australia 
To create new meanings, a careful analysis of the environments that compose our worlds 
are essential. Through the research questions I posed in Chapter 1, I was interested in 
how layers of contexts influence educational experiences and how students understood 
academic success. As I sought to create new meanings, I worked with threads and 
patterns of commonalities in their tales: 
Fleeing home countries – various kinds of unrest – living in a transit country – 
entering Australia under a Humanitarian Visa – becoming Australian citizens – 
completing secondary education in Australian public schools 
Yet, I continually stressed the centrality of particularities and uniqueness of each story, of 
each poetic.  In each poetic, I wanted to reinforce the need to talk about refugee 
experiences – with an S – in the plural – in a bid to avoid the traps of a singular narrative. 
In each poetic, I wanted to highlight each person’s relationships with entangled multiple 
systems of oppressions-privileges-coloniality. For me, these complex, entangled 
relationships with varied contexts were vital in how the seven research partners accessed, 
experienced and made use of the education available to them. I believe the unique 
composition of each of their situations were also influential in how they each made sense 
of educational success. 
As the plot of this thesis thickened, I came to understand that the layers of environments 
that surround and are part of the educational tales in this story are extremely complex. 
However, they are vital in shaping experiences. They are drenched in history, in legacies 
from the past that continue to govern the logics of a capitalist/patriarchal/colonial global 
order. I see macro and micro forces, all working simultaneously in shaping experiences. 
They also shape ways in which experiences are told and the way in which I shape this 
story. To create new meanings, I believe we must have an awareness of the perverse 
forces that influence our every move and start working out ways in which we can challenge 
these forces.  
“It’s colourful here in Australia”, Naarin says. This is one of the things she loves about 
Australia and this is something I love too. Colourful, full of colour, many colours together, 
variety of shades, diversity that makes the whole picture richer than any colour alone. Yet, 
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the colourful sometimes forget. The colourful sometimes ignore our positions as settlers. 
As I discussed in previous chapters, when refugees come into Australia they enter a space 
that is neither empty nor neutral. They enter a place soaked in unresolved colonial history. 
In this strange land of beauty and contradictions, refugees and other migrants of colour 
become double trespassers.  
We trespass the walls around ‘white’ Australia with its imposed institutions and logics. We 
trespass and become yet another hopeful ‘owner’, settlers in stolen land. This doubleness 
complicates even further already complex, in-between positionalities. However, I believe 
this concept of double trespassing has not really affected the stories told here. I do not 
think that research partners considered their position as settlers. This doubleness is 
something that I did not even consider for a very long time. This is a sad reality that has a 
lot to say about the invisibility of Indigenous Australians as traditional owners of the land in 
which I write this story, the land where the stories here unfold. Their absence in the tales in 
this thesis and to a certain extent the absences within my thought speak loudly of the need 
to open-up yet more entangled conversations. 
With ideas about colours and the need for more difficult conversations, I bring this story to 
an end. I hope this story, and the stories within this story, despite limitations, have 
contributed to the celebration of ‘colour’ in Australia. I hope our words will impact the 
creation of realities that  
enables us to descend into the chaos of knowledge and return with true 
visions of our future, along with the concomitant power to effect those 
changes which can bring that future into being. Difference is that raw and 
powerful connection from which our personal power is forged (Lorde, 
1996, p. 159). 
I also hope our stories have promoted discourses where dialogue and collaboration take 
centre stage, and where people are knowers in their own narratives. These discourses are 
not meant to romanticise told experiences, but to take seriously the material 
consequences of representation, while placing the intricacy of individuals in the forefront. 
In this thesis, this story, in this place of hope, where dialogue is pivotal, where imagining 
new logics is possible, I hope to have influenced micro-level changes in the quotidian 
worlds of sense I live in. I hope to have added to a body of knowledge that disrupts what is 
deemed ‘valid’ thinking and theorising in academia. I hope to have opened-up 
conversations, entangled conversations, that challenge hegemonic narratives where the 
identity marker ‘refugee’ is placed in a well-guarded box of pathology, deficit and trauma. I 
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hope to have participated in the creation of new geographies, new realities “not foreclosed 
by traditional categories” (Anzaldúa, 2015, p. 94). 
What’s next? 
Many questions remain however. One of them is what this story means in terms of 
decoloniality of being and knowing in research. In the epilogue that follows, I aim to reflect 
about the role of this thesis in enacting decoloniality and in this way, I address the third 
and final research question: 
(Meta-story) How does the work I am doing contribute to decoloniality of being and 
knowing in relation to research? 
 
 
 214 
 
Epilogue  
This bridge I call thesis60: Reflections on opening-up entangled 
conversations 
Today is the day after my 36th birthday. It is a cold day. My family is outside. I write these 
last words about entangled conversations from the place where I was born. From the place 
that nurtured me into being and that welcomes me back every time grown-up life becomes 
too much. Finalising this thesis, preparing it for submission has been one of those 
moments when I needed extra support and care. There is smell of coffee coming from the 
kitchen, my grandma is making afternoon tea. I will pause my writing for some family time. 
I will get the necessary nutrition from fresh coffee, cake and love. Family love. Support. 
Self-care. It is from this place that I write these words to you. It is from the warm home of 
my childhood that I look back into the process where I sought to open-up entangled 
conversations with and about refugee-background students in Australia. It is from here, 
with the smell of coffee in the air, that I question how the work I have created in this thesis 
contributes to decoloniality of being and knowing in research. It is from here that I also 
wonder what it means to make a substantial contribution to knowledge (the criteria to be 
granted a PhD). I wonder about what kind of contribution, to what kind of knowledge. Then 
I realise that the criteria say: ‘knowledge’ in the singular. I wonder what the idea of 
knowledge in the singular might mean too. 
Digging into the closet of skeletons…decoloniality…language… 
I started taking notes for this chapter a couple of weeks ago. I was listening to one of my 
favourite bands, Blue King Brown. The song ‘Rize up’ was playing. Nattali Rize sang: 
Sooner or later the time must arrive, 
To open your heart now to open your eyes, 
The hotter the fire, the brighter the flame, 
Never trust a system that’s got you in a ball and chain 
Rize up, get up, rize up, right away! 
                                            
60 Title inspired by the anthologies This bridge I call my back (edited by Gloria Anzadua and Cherie Moraga) 
and This bridge I call home (edited by Gloria Anzaldua and Ana Louise Keating) 
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I sang the lyrics and was reminded about the power of music, words, language. I then 
remembered something Faith had said about the power of words. “The words that we 
whisper into someone’s ears” (Faith, 2015, inter-view). I thought about how the words one 
says, sings and writes onto pages may influence people. I thought back about all the 
words I had written in the past three and a half years. I questioned what impact they might 
have. I wondered what impact they have had in my giant revolution within. I realised that in 
my internal revolution of intellect and love I had been propelled to rize up, from a silent 
place to a person who speaks, to a position where I am able to “string together a bridge of 
words” (Anzaldúa, 2002, p. 540). 
I realised that I have gone through profound internal movements and world travelling 
during this PhD. These movements were initiated from the people I met, the stories I 
heard, from deep reflections on my own story, from observations of the worlds around me 
and from a combination of decolonial and feminist voices that have travelled with me. All of 
these elements together have meant intense epistemic and ontological internal 
movements that culminated with the writing that you now read. For me, this revolution 
within is part of decoloniality. A decoloniality that drove me to ask questions and seek 
conversations, connections. 
I turned off the music, still thinking about words and language. Tears of joy and 
responsibility to the “web of connections” (Anzaldúa, 2015) I am part of ran down my 
cheeks. I felt heavy but happy with the privilege I possess to write words onto pages, to 
being invited into the intimacy of people’s worlds, to being able to share stories, to have a 
voice to speak. I understand that with access to voice and language comes a great 
political/social duty. So I wondered: What have I done with my voice here? What have I 
done with the voice of others which were entrusted to me?  
My mum tells me that my first word was why. She says I never stopped asking why as a 
child. I know I have never stopped asking why and probably never will. I am saying this 
because I believe a suitable way to reflect about what this thesis means in terms of 
decolonial work is to accept that answers are never definite or complete. There are always 
more questions to be asked. When I think about decoloniality, instead of solid answers I 
normally have questions, endless whys. And I am aware that I cannot speak from outside 
coloniality, all the logics available to me are entrenched with this complex system of power 
relations (Mignolo, 2011a).  
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So when I attempt to contribute to a body of knowledge that seeks to delink from these 
logics and create different futures, everything is uncertain. I know what coloniality looks 
like, feels like, smells like, because I live it every day. I experience its materiality on a daily 
basis. On the other hand, decoloniality is work of hope and imagination for a future not yet 
here. It is uncharted territory. In the past few years, as I started walking in this unknown 
terrain, trying to understand what decoloniality means and what my role in creating new 
logics is, I came to some realisations.  
I believe the first steps towards decoloniality of being and knowledge must come from 
within. We need to dig deep into our closet of skeletons, into our shadow selves to begin a 
process of knowledge that recognises the ways in which we are complicit with and 
contributors to coloniality. Anzaldúa (2015, p. 10) alert us that “we always inherit the past 
problems of family, community, and nation. But sadly we are accomplices”. She adds that 
“tu camino de conocimiento61 requires that you encounter your shadow side and confront 
what you’ve programmed yourself (and have been programmed by your cultures) to avoid 
(desconocer)” (Anzaldúa, 2002, p. 540). And I ask, what have I been programmed to be? 
How do I delink from this profound conditioning? 
I open the closet. I look at my shadow self in the eyes. Inside her eyes there are words 
linked together by language. The language inside her eyes is rigid and governed by solid 
logics. These logics tell me how to be a woman, how to a heterosexual woman, how to be 
an able-bodied woman, how to be a middle-class turned working class turned middle-class 
woman, how to be a white local turned migrant of colour, how to be, how to know in 
predictable ways. I see language in the eyes of my shadow self. And it is with language 
that I believe I can enact decoloniality in this thesis work, with the words I whisper into your 
ears. 
I also realise that words travel, knowledge travels. The words and knowledge I have been 
programmed to repeat, they travel in unequal ways. And as I imagine words and theories 
packed into a suitcase, going around the world, I think about how theories have travelled 
into this writing and how they might travel out of these pages. I link the idea of ‘travelling 
theories’ (Said, 1993) to human mobility, the ‘freedom’ to travel versus forced movement, 
about the invented lines around nation-states and how they become guarded walls to 
some and welcoming gates to others. I think about how “certain classes of people are 
                                            
61 Spanish for ‘your path to knowledge’ 
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cosmopolitan (travellers) while the rest are local (natives)” (Cliffford, 1992, p. 108). 
Similarly to the unequal mobility of bodies, theories and knowledge travel in rather 
disproportionate ways around the globe (Tlostanova & Mignolo, 2012). With questions 
around meanings of travel and mobility in mind, I wonder how theories have travelled 
into/through my PhD thesis. Most of the scholars I have engaged with in my writing are 
women of colour. Yet, they are mostly from or writing from the US. What do these choices 
might say in terms of hegemony of knowledge? What do they might mean in terms of 
decoloniality? 
And how about my positionality, what does it mean in terms of ‘traveller-native’ dichotomy? 
I am at the same time ‘traveller’ and ‘native’. I’m a ‘native’ that becomes ‘traveller’ through 
migration and mobility. I am a ‘native’ out of place in someone else’s land, a ‘native’ turned 
‘coloniser’ in stolen land. Where does my theorising sit within such ambiguous 
positionality? Global North? Global South? I believe my ambivalent positioning points to 
the limitations in drawing fixed lines.  
I can speak. I am not a subaltern. I have a voice to speak. But who will listen? I wonder 
how the theories I am writing will travel. Will they cross the mighty walls of academia? Can 
my voice travel to the Global North? I am not sure and I do not even know if that is my 
intention but these are certainly pertinent questions as I attempt to understand what this 
thesis represents. 
Perhaps what I wish my writing will do in terms of decoloniality is to become what 
Anzaldúa (2009, p. 205) calls “the Trojan mulas in the academy”.   
The Trojan mulas in the academy, those who have been educated and 
assimilated in universities, run the risk of being white-washed in the 
academy’s acid. They are held captive in the academic tower, bashed by 
high theory discourses. They are tired of their minds being occupied by 
white men, cansadas de la Reconquista de la mente, tired of being 
occupied and driven out of our minds. They are tired of being shot down 
by language, writing, theoretical discourse. (Anzaldúa, 2009, p. 205) 
I know I am already inside whitewashed walls, I have been educated, trained in the ivory 
tower. I understand “it is hard to get through that gate and many do not make it. But once 
she passes through that gate, she becomes a sort of Trojan horse, a Trojan mula who has 
infiltrated in order to subvert the system, bringing new ideas with her”. That is what I hope 
my writing will represent, what a decolonial project might mean. To drop little seeds of 
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change in meaning making inside the walls. Seeds of meaning that become “tender green 
shoots growing out of the cracks” and “eventually overturn foundations” (Anzaldúa, 2015, 
pp. 82, 84). Green shoots that will keep alive the legacy, the revolutionary work of ‘Trojan 
horses’, like Gloria Anzaldúa, Audre Lorde, Maria Lugones, Trinh Minh-ha, bell hooks, 
Sara Ahamed, Laurel Richardson and many others.  
Yet, dilemmas remain:   
How to write (produce) without being inscribed (reproduced) in the 
dominant white structure and how to write without reinscribing and 
reproducing what we rebel against? (Anzaldúa, 2015, p. 7) 
How do we free our individual desires from the grids of domination and 
subordination evolved by our histories? How do we liberate love, power, 
race, gender, sex, class, physiognomy, geographies from the very 
hierarchies that shape them? (Sandoval, 2002, p. 23) 
As I mentioned before, we are all part of coloniality, there is no place outside of it. 
Sometimes it is hard to imagine what it would be like to live free from its shackles because 
I do not know what it is like. I have been colonised from the very first moments of this 
existence in various ways. Yet, for me decoloniality means labour of love and imagination, 
the performativity of hope, dialogue, connections. It means epistemic, ontological, ethical 
and linguistic disobediences. More than anything, as I argued in Chapter 7, I believe it 
means the enactment of hope. Hope to create a future that is different to our present and 
past dominated by coloniality. Hope enacted through opening-up entangled conversations. 
This opening-up is however, an ongoing act, a long-term act.  
An act I have just begun and am not sure where it will take me. It is nevertheless an 
unavoidable act. I am no longer the person I was on the 6th January 2014, when I started 
this PhD. I cannot go back to that location. This transformative process materialised 
through the words you are reading are my embodiment of decoloniality and feminist 
theories. They are my introduction to a path of no return. Never pretending that 
colonisation is a metaphor (Tuck & Young, 2012) – I declare these words as my personal 
process, where the personal is political. This thesis is part of a giant revolution within, from 
where I am located right now, at this point in time.  
In this giant internal revolution, I hope that this story and the stories within contribute to 
different kinds of narratives in migration and refugee studies. Narratives about experiences 
and knowledges with an s. Narratives with an s that adds plurality to singularity. I also 
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hope to contribute to decolonial/feminist methodologies through Borderland Methodology 
and conversations-as-method. And I would like for this story to inspire future fusions 
between decolonial and feminist theories and in some way to be a call for action.  
What’s next? A call for action – may us bridge 
It is not enough to speak and write and talk and communicate. It is not 
enough to see and recognize and know. We need to act upon what we 
know, to do something about it. It is not enough to theorize and 
intellectualize – theory needs to connect with action. (Anzaldúa, 2009, 
p. 212) 
All of us…are called to renew our minds if we are to transform educational 
institutions – and society – so that the way we live, teach, and work can 
reflect our joy in cultural diversity, our passion for justice, and our love of 
freedom. (hooks, 1994, p. 34)  
I urge each of one of us here to reach down into that deep place of 
knowledge inside herself and touch that terror and loathing of any 
difference that lives there. See whose face it wears. Then the personal as 
the political can begin to illuminate all our choices. (Lorde, 1996, p. 160) 
Following the words of the writers who guide me I invite you to go into those deep dark 
places, into our shadow selves, into the closet of skeleton to seek knowledges. 
Knowledges that may hurt, that may make you feel uncomfortable. That propel us to do 
something differently to what we have done so far. That open your eyes, your being too 
much more than you had ever expected.  There is no way back my friend. Let’s walk, 
speak our tongues, rip away the imposed, accepted masks from the multiple selves that lie 
underneath. Free yourself from your mental cages, decolonise yourself. The web of 
connection unites us, let the web flow. Let’s bridge. 
I know that as I end this story many questions remain unanswered. May the questions be 
provocations for the conversations to come, to the many entangled conversations that 
remain to be opened-up. And as we bridge, as we converse “may we do work that matters. 
Vale la pena, it’s worth the pain” (Anzaldúa, 2015, p. 22). 
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